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This study examined successful urban students’ perceptions of their learning 
environment, teachers’ attitudes, and classroom instruction and the impact these 
perceptions have on students’ academic performance. The study examined perceptions of 
students as a means to identify specific characteristics of teachers whom students identify 
as successful. By relying upon students as the primary participants, this study offered an 
emergent perspective of what students believe about their teachers and the teaching and 
learning environment. This study challenged the process and content of traditional 
investigations of student achievement. 
The study was based on three premises: one can learn a great deal, perhaps most, 
from students about student performance; student perceptions have been largely ignored; 
and administrative decisions can be better informed by the use of multiple sources for 
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data collection. The findings, which were based on the responses of two student focus 
groups, showed that there is a relationship between students’ perceptions of their learning 
environment, teacher attitudes, and classroom instruction and their academic 
performance. The conclusions drawn from the findings suggest that students’ perceptions 
of their teachers are primarily based on personal needs, personal expectations, and past 
experiences. Moreover, this research informed the educational arena’s understanding of 
the impact of using students as a viable resource for insights to improving student 
achievement. 
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The ultimate aim of everything school leaders do, every activity they create, every 
relationship they build, and every network school leaders support is to improve the 
capacity of schools to provide a quality education for all children. The leadership of each 
school is charged with the responsibility of overseeing the delivery of quality instruction 
and maintaining a learning environment, which is motivational as well as supportive of 
its students’ educational needs. Unfortunately, educational leaders on all levels are faced 
with many challenges, which impede their capacity to provide this kind of learning 
environment. School leadership is faced with the challenges of teacher retention, teacher 
turnover, and teacher morale. This study will provide school leadership with data that 
has the potential to influence their hiring decisions. 
It has been increasingly recognized by educators, educational researchers, and 
policymakers that comprehensive, collaborative, and student-centered practices are 
necessary in order to provide effective learning and academic achievement for all 
students (Darling-Hammond & Synder, 1992; McCombs & Lambert, 1994). In any 
collaborative learning environment, all participants play an important role if positive 
outcomes are to be achieved. This is especially true if the learning environment is a 
classroom in which the teacher and students are participants. Much research has been 
devoted to teachers’ attitudes towards teaching and their perceptions of students. 
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However, consideration of students’ perceptions of their classroom teachers and how 
these perceptions relate to their academic achievement has received very little attention. 
A direct causal link between positive classroom environments and academic 
achievement is difficult to establish because of the many variables involved. However, 
research reveals that the classroom motivational climate has a positive effect on academic 
goals and achievement. Numerous studies have clearly demonstrated that the learning 
environment has a significant impact on student achievement. Of course, this does not 
mean that teachers should attempt the impossible task of tailoring the classroom to all 
students’ individual preferences. However, contrary to conventional wisdom, teachers 
need to seriously look at their students’ academic performance as it relates to the kind of 
learning climate, which they create. 
The classroom environment is more than just the physical space; it is the entire 
setting for learning. It encompasses the relationships between and among students and 
teachers as well as the expectations and norms for learning and behavior. Positive 
classroom environments are associated with a range of important outcomes for the 
student. Research revealed that student’s perceptions of the classroom environment had 
a direct impact not only on their achievement but also on their personal-social behaviors. 
Additionally, research showed that student motivation is highly related to both academic 
achievement and the learning environment. 
The teacher has the greatest influence on the motivational climate of the 
classroom. Consequently, how the student perceives the teacher’s ability to encourage or 
motivate learning should be of interest to educational leaders and policymakers. Both 
3 
must be equally considered if the best learning environment is to be provided. This study 
will provide insights for educational leaders from a source rarely looked to for answers to 
many of the challenges faced by school leaders, the student. 
Additionally, this research will provide a unique data collection process, which 
each local school leader could use to collect the perceptions of his or her students. The 
leadership of each high school could use the data to build or develop a detailed teacher 
profile, which would describe the characteristics of an effective teacher for their specific 
school/student population from the students’ viewpoint. This research will provide a 
process for educational leaders to use to collect qualitative data from their local school 
site relative to their students’ academic performance and the quality of instruction their 
students receive from their teachers. 
Social-learning theorists see identification as the result of observing and imitating 
a particular model in the classroom, the student’s model is the teacher. According to 
Papalia’s and Olds’ (1992) reference to Jerome Kagan’s (1971) research, there are four 
related processes, which establish and strengthen identification: 
1. Wanting to be like the model. 
2. Acting like the model. 
3. Feeling what the model feels. 
4. Believing that they are like the model (p. 214). 
Through identification, then, children may come to believe that they have the same 
characteristics as the model-the teacher. When they identify with a nurturing and 
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competent model, children are pleased and proud. When the model is inadequate, the 
student may feel unhappy and insecure. 
If this is true, then a student, through identification with the teacher, will tend to 
take on some of the perceived characteristics as the teacher. Identification is a reflection 
of one’s perception. Therefore, a student’s perception of the teacher plays a major role in 
the student’s attitude towards the total learning experience. 
As a result of the provincial belief that the academic failure of urban students is 
self-imposed, researchers have not looked to the perceptions of black students for 
answers. The voices of black students are often absent from mainstream research on 
academic achievement. However, some have challenged mainstream assumptions about 
African American academic achievement such as Lisa Delpit (1995) in Other People’s 
Children: Cultural Conflict in the Classroom and Jacqueline Irvine (1990) in Black 
Students and School Failure. 
Additionally, the fact that approximately 50% of new urban school teachers who 
were prepared in traditional programs quit or failed in five years or less (Haberman, 
1998) is reason enough for educators and researchers to rethink the importance of 
students’ perceptions of their teachers and the learning environment. This research 
signals a call to action for all of us who care deeply about the quality of urban education. 
Urban school boards and school leaders must listen to what their students value and 
expect from their schools and their teachers, and then focus on what matters most: 
improving the academic achievement of students. 
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Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this research was to examine students’ perceptions of their 
learning environment, namely the attitudes of their teachers, and of their instructional 
styles. Furthermore, this study investigated the relationship specific students’ perceptions 
had on their academic performance. This study focused on students’ perceptions in a low 
performing high school and a high performing high school in a Georgia urban school 
district. 
Educational researchers need to focus more on students’ perceptions of the 
learning environment and teachers’ attitudes for possible answers to low student 
achievement. J. F. Check (1999) conducted one of the few studies directly related to 
students’ perceptions of their teachers. His study was conducted to determine whether 
older adults would consider similar or different traits of effective and ineffective teachers 
from students in grade school, high school, and college (Check, 1999). His findings are 
significant in that some of the impressions older adults have of their most effective 
teachers were found to be not much different from the younger generation of students. 
Students’ perceptions of classroom teachers have been studied only as they relate to the 
total learning environment. They have not been studied as they directly relate to student 
achievement; thus, the purpose of this study was to examine students’ perceptions of the 
learning environment, classroom instruction, and teachers’ attitudes as they directly relate 
to the students’ academic performance. 
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Rationale 
The problem of what kind of teacher is needed to teach in an urban school has 
long been an issue for educators. This research will provide needed insight into a 
possible solution to improving students’ academic achievement. No one approach will 
meet all the challenges of how to improve student academic achievement. Looking within 
the classroom, looking to the people who will ultimately benefit from the educational 
system, the students, is another approach to solve this problem. 
Assessment guides what is to be taught and even how it should be taught; 
therefore, the stage is set in urban schools for more research relative to determining what 
characteristics an effective teacher in urban schools should possess. This research 
addresses these issues, through an examination of urban students’ perceptions of their 
teachers’ attitudes, the learning environment, and classroom instruction. 
Teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards teaching and students have been used 
to make and change educational practices; furthermore, they have been used to guide the 
trend of professional development and to dictate many classroom instructional strategies. 
Yet, the student failure rate and the decline in student performance on standardized tests 
remain primary issues for many urban high schools. 
Research is needed that looks directly to the student for solutions that address 
these issues. Why not use students’ perceptions of their teachers’ attitudes, classroom 
instruction, and the learning environment as a source for those teacher characteristics that 
best “fit” the needs of the urban high school student? Research is needed that collects 
data relative to student reflections of the learning environment, instructional styles, and 
teacher attitudes. They are needed as resources for those teacher characteristics that 
inspire high academic performance and those teacher characteristics that do not inspire 
academic success. 
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Background of the Study 
For many years educators have focused on teachers’ perceptions of students and 
teachers’ expectations for students as the major elements relative to student failure, 
student improvement, and student progress in general. These and other issues relative to 
helping teachers make desired changes in practice and implementing strategic changes to 
improve student performance have received attention and research interest. Issues 
involving social perceptions relating to the urban school and student failure in urban 
schools have long been the vanguard The socioeconomic issue, which influences student 
performance in urban schools, has always been a major issue for researchers and 
educators. Research studies have focused primarily on outside factors and the 
perceptions of these factors that could affect a student’s academic performance. 
However, little research has been done, which examines the belief that a possible 
answer to student failure and low student performance could be in how students interpret 
teacher attitudes and behaviors. The teacher is the student’s model in the classroom. The 
student is seldom looked to as an educational theorist. J. C. Nicholls (1984) and K. R. 
Wentzel’s (1991) research is based on this theory. Their research looks to the student for 
answers to these issues. However, their theoretical orientation gravitates towards 
research in the area of students’ perceptions of the learning environment only and not 
towards students’ perceptions of their teachers’ attitudes and classroom instruction. 
8 
Even after much research relative to teachers’ perceptions of students in the 
learning environment and teachers’ attitudes towards teaching has been done, research 
shows that student failure in urban schools continues to increase. Furthermore, national 
reports reveal that test scores, in many urban school districts, fall below the national 
norm. Educators have looked to parents, to the community, to special programs, and to 
the use of technology for answers for improving student performance and decreasing 
student failure rate in urban schools. There seems to be a great deal of cooperative effort 
to find answers for the decline of student academic performance in many urban 
classrooms. Research findings reveal that the kind of teacher that is placed in the 
classroom plays a large part in the academic performance of the students. 
Studies have found behaviors and under girding ideologies that distinguish 
exemplary urban teachers. One such study (Haberman, 1995) suggests that only “Star” 
teachers should be selected to teach in urban poverty stricken schools. Haberman based 
his premise on a very simple strategy: selection is more important than training. If this 
premise is correct, then students’ perceptions of teachers’ attitudes, the learning 
environment, and classroom instruction should be considered as major factors in teacher 
selection and placement. 
Statement of the Problem 
Teacher attitudes, the learning environment, and classroom instruction influence 
student achievement. Researchers have explored teacher perceptions in research 
conducted by Griffm-Jeansonne (1984), E. R. Caliste (1984), G. Ladson-Billings (1994), 
and J. J. Irvine (1984); parent perceptions in the research of J. F. Check (1999); and even 
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principal perceptions in research by E. T. Sanders (1999) and P. C. Schlechty (2001) of 
the impact these factors have on student achievement. However, students are the missing 
voices. By relying upon students as the primary participants, this study offers an 
emergent perspective of what students believe about their teachers and the teaching and 
learning environment. This study challenges the process and content of traditional 
investigations of student achievement. 
Significance of the Study 
There is a need for educational researchers to focus more on students’ 
perceptions of teachers for answers to the issues of lack of student participation and 
student performance in the urban classroom. This study was significant because it 
provided new research that will produce important processes and practices. Furthermore, 
educators could use the data from this research to identify specific effective teaching 
practices, influence teacher-training programs, and even influence teacher placement in 
urban high schools. 
Ninety percent of our college courses are centered on subject matter and 
education, but 80% of a teacher’s classroom time is used in engaging students in some 
type of communication. Since this is true, then our college courses only prepare future 
teachers for 20% of their job (Quarles, 1991). 
Research that primarily focuses on students’ perceptions of teachers’ attitudes, the 
learning environment, and classroom instruction as they relate to students’ academic 
achievement in a low and high performing urban high school would be extremely 
instrumental in teacher placement within urban high schools. Students’ perceptions of 
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those teachers who promote high academic achievement could be used in directing 
teaching pedagogy and best practices for teaching and learning. The development of an 
effective process to obtain meaningful student perceptions of their teachers’ attitudes and 
classroom instruction in urban high schools is needed. 
Furthermore, this study would provide a process to collect data that could inform 
future teacher in-service and training programs based on the data collected from the 
student interview questions. Additionally, the findings from this study could even 
provide data that could be helpful in setting hiring and placement policy for urban high 
school teachers. Students’ perceptions of their teachers and the influence their teachers’ 
attitudes and behaviors have upon their achievement challenges traditional rationales for 
student underachievement. If the collected data are proven to be trustworthy and 
credible, then the relationship between students’ perceptions of teachers’ attitudes, 
classroom instruction, and the learning environment and students’ performance will be 
established. 
Research Questions 
The following research questions guided this study: 
1. According to students, what are the characteristics of an effective teacher? 
2. How do students describe a learning environment that is conducive to their 
academic success? 
3. According to students, how do effective teachers and positive learning 
environments encourage their academic achievement? 
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4. According to students, what factors most influence their academic 
achievement? 
5. According to students, how do teachers’ reinforce positive factors that 
influence the academic achievement of their students? 
6. According to students, how do teachers’ reinforce negative factors that 
influence the academic achievement of their students? 
Summary 
The intent of this research was to begin with student perceptions as a vehicle to 
explore the relationship between their perceptions of their teachers and their academic 
performance. This research will provide specific and meaningful ways where students’ 
perspectives can make a unique contribution to the teaching and learning process. 
Some educators may see this trend of research as a threat to traditional sources for 
answers to the urban high school student failure rate, teacher training, and teacher 
placement. This was precisely the intention of this study. The implications of this study 
can be far reaching, enlightening, and extremely beneficial to the area of education. A 
look at teachers in a high and a low performing high school through the perceptions of 
successful urban students was the basis of this study. 
CHAPTER II 
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Organization of the Review 
The focus of this study was to examine successful urban students’ perceptions of 
their learning environment, teachers’ attitudes, and classroom instruction to determine the 
impact of these perceptions on academic performance. In examining the literature and 
related research relative to urban students’ perceptions, the review of literature focused 
on three areas: (1) the student as an important “variable” in educational research, 
(2) students’ perceptions of the learning environment, (3) students’ perceptions of their 
teachers’ behaviors and attitudes. The review reflects each area’s influence or 
relationship to academic achievement. However, consideration of successful urban 
students’ perceptions of their classroom teachers and the learning environment and how 
these perceptions influenced student academic achievement received very little to no 
attention. 
The first area of review, the student as an important “variable” in educational 
research, focused on research conducted by educational professionals who have 
challenged the traditional sources used by many researchers to obtain solutions and 
answers to the issues surrounding teaching and learning. Students’ perceptions of the 
learning environment were the second area for literature review. This section had as its 
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primary focus to present research, which directly reflects a link between student 
perceptions of their classroom environment and academic performance. 
The final area of review, students’ perceptions of their teachers’ behaviors and 
attitudes sought to present research, which describes the impact students’ perceptions of 
their teachers’ behaviors and attitudes had on academic performance. Additionally, this 
area of review presented a culminating picture of the role a teacher plays in shaping the 
classroom environment for students. 
The Student as An Important Variable in 
Educational Research 
The research shows that there are some educational professionals who dare to see 
and hear education through the eyes and voices of students. Caporrimo (2002) 
proclaimed that while we struggle with issues of reliability and validity, we sometimes, 
inadvertently, minimize one of the most important “variables” in educational research— 
the student. Although this problem is less conspicuous now than it was twenty years ago, 
educators still try to answer questions and struggle to design research, which addresses 
issues relative to the challenges of teaching and learning without considering the primary 
benefactor of the teaching and learning—the student’s perspective. 
Research reveals that students, for the most part, have been excluded from the 
school improvement loop. That is students have not been given the opportunity to play 
an active role in the development of school achievement plans nor had a voice in 
changing the face of assessment and teaching strategies. Listening to Student Voices 
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(1998) suggests that the only group whose voice seems strangely absent in this chorus of 
ideas and counter ideas is that of the students themselves. 
Caporrimo (2002) compares educational professionals to anyone who takes 
exception to the hegemoni rules of the academy. Educators must defend themselves 
against other professionals who have taken pride in being keepers of the knowledge, who 
would not dare ask children what they think, or empower and respect the student’s own 
view. Ultimately, these are the issues—empowerment and respect. When educators 
reach out to students, they give them an important message about their importance in the 
teaching and learning cycle, and they show them that their perceptions and beliefs are not 
only important, but deserve inquiry and respect (Caporrimo, 2002). Her collection of 
articles is testimonials to research that respects and empowers students. Moreover, they 
exemplify the growing trend toward embracing and acknowledging the student 
perspective on teaching and learning. 
When educators listen to what students are saying about teaching and learning, 
they are informed and empowered as educators. If educators intend to move towards 
improving the total school program, they must begin to include student perspectives as a 
practice in the school improvement process. In Listening to Student Voices, Self-Study 
Toolkit (1998), one finds why it is important for students to be part of a school’s 
improvement process: 
• Students are important stakeholders; it is their education. 
• Student views are distinct. 
• Students who get involved reap benefits. 
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• Committed students help move the process along. 
• By enlisting students in a school’s self-study workforce, students assist a 
school with self-improvement. 
In Listening to Student Voices (1998), students’ views are treated with respect and 
used to drive school improvement processes. Referring to one of its teacher participants 
reflects this: 
Listening to students’ feelings about how they view their school 
can open a door to so many things that are hidden from adult eyes. 
If a school is to change, it must listen to all the voices, (p. 1) 
This research explains why including student input and participation is a learned 
skill. It cites specific, meaningful, and tested ways where students’ perspectives can make 
a unique contribution to the teaching and learning process. 
Students’ Perceptions of the Learning Environment 
The classroom environment is more than just the physical space; it is the entire 
setting for learning. It encompasses the relationships between and among students and 
teachers, as well as the expectations and norms for learning and behavior. Positive 
classroom environments are associated with a range of important outcomes for the 
student. Studies have found that students’ perceptions of the classroom environment can 
have a direct impact not only on their achievement but also on their personal-social 
behaviors. 
It is difficult to establish a direct causal link between positive classroom 
environments and academic achievement because of the many variables involved. 
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However, there is a proven relationship between these two aspects of education, and 
science is the leading field for research on classroom environment. 
In fact, positive classroom environments have been shown to improve the 
achievement of low-performing students. Such findings suggest that deficient skills are 
not the sole reason for students’ low performance on tests. Students’ perceptions of their 
learning environments may contribute to students’ performance on tests. 
Another interesting outcome of this research showed that student achievement is 
higher when the actual classroom environment is consistent with students’ preferred 
classroom environment. Contrary to conventional wisdom, teachers do have to choose 
between high student achievement and creating a congenial classroom. 
According to Dreyer (1999), the educational opinions and stories of New York 
City students who have transferred from large, urban, traditionally structured schools to a 
smaller public alternative school reveal that the students were disappointed with the 
learning conditions in their former schools. The schools were too large and bureaucratic. 
Classes were overcrowded, and teachers seemed uncaring. In contrast, students 
expressed support for the smaller, more personalized environment at the Satellite 
Academy (Alternative School). 
The students in this study Dreyer (1999) reported that the most significant 
difference between their old schools and Satellite was the opportunity to build closer 
relationships with teachers who cared about their education. Furthermore, the students 
discussed the importance of the sense of community within the school. Finally, they 
identified key aspects of school structure that supported their educational reengagement, 
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including the small size of the school, smaller classes and fewer classes a day. Students 
also said their ability to learn at Satellite was enhanced by differences in curriculum and 
pedagogy, for example, student-centered classes and portfolio assessment (Dreyer, 1999). 
Even though there is scant research relating to students’ perspectives of what an 
effective learning environment should look like, findings suggest that students are good 
observers of their learning environment and school processes, and can articulate their 
beliefs and observations (Woolverton, 1996). Students want an appropriate, supportive, 
interesting, and challenging learning environment (Cotrell, Weaver, & Wenziaff, 1994). 
Students’ Perceptions of Their Teachers’ Behaviors 
and Attitudes 
Despite the provincial belief that the academic failure of urban students is the 
problem of the individual, and the idea that blacks do not have the “expertise” to conduct 
research about themselves and implement adequate teaching and learning strategies to 
improve the educational advancement of children (Gordon, 1982), the review of research 
reveals that few have challenged these unfounded beliefs with research directly relating 
to successful urban students’ perceptions of teachers and the effect these perceptions 
could have on student failure. The challenge still remains for educational researchers and 
practitioners to ascertain, which students’ perceptions of teachers directly relate to 
students’ academic performance. 
J. F. Check (1999) conducted one of the few studies directly related to students’ 
perceptions of their teachers. His study was conducted to determine whether older adults 
would consider similar or different traits of effective and ineffective teachers from 
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students in grade school, high school, and college (Check, 1999). His findings are 
significant in that some of the impressions older adults have of their most effective 
teachers were found to be not much different from the younger generation of students. 
Grant Teaff (1994) quotes several teachers in his book entitled Coaching in the 
Classroom: Teaching Self-Motivation. One of the teachers in his book said that teachers 
are probably the most positive and constant influence some of our students have. 
Students need love and attention. They need someone to be interested in them. Often the 
teacher is the only one who is interested. Too often, these needs are not fulfilled in the 
home. 
More and more, it is the teacher whom the student looks to meet these needs as 
well as their academic needs. So, if students perceive their teachers as caring individuals 
and individuals who are interested in them, and see them as “special/unique individuals” 
and not just “products of the educational system,” then students of course will identify 
with their teachers. 
Teaff (1994) found a poem by an unknown author, which expresses very clearly 
the belief that a teacher is influencing someone everyday: 
Influence 
There are little eyes upon you, 
And they’re watching night and day 
There are little ears that quickly 
Take in every word you say; 
There are little hands all eager 
To do anything you do; 
And a little boy who’s dreaming 
Of the day he’ll be like you. 
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There’s a wide-eyed little fellow, 
Who believes you’re always right, 
And his ears are always open, 
And he watches day and night; 
You are setting an example 
Everyday in all you do, 
For the little boy who’s waiting 
To grow up to be like you. (p. 5) 
The famous “Oak School” experiment provides a basis for the theory of students’ 
living up to or down to the academic expectations that teachers have for them. This 
experiment, conducted by Rosenthal and Jacobson, took place in 1964. Oak Elementary 
School’s student body consisted of predominantly low socioeconomic students, and every 
teacher held a bachelor degree. 
The school’s principal initiated the study because he was interested in Rosenthal’s 
research and wanted him to apply his theories to teacher expectancies in his school. The 
experiment was modeled after experiments conducted with experimenter bias relative to 
animal behavior. However, for the “Oak School” experiment, expectancies had to be 
created under different conditions. 
The Harvard Test of Inflected Acquisition, sometimes referred to as the Test of 
General Ability (TOGA), was administered to all the children in kindergarten through 
fourth grade. Of course, the teachers were not told the actual name of the test. The 
experiment was designed to show whether the students whom the teachers held more 
favorable expectations would show more intellectual growth at the end of the school year 
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when compared to the control group of children. The teachers were given a list of 
students referred to as “late bloomers,” which was about 20% of the entire class. 
The experiment showed that the students identified as the “late bloomers” gained 
more intellectual growth compared to the students not labeled. The “late bloomers” 
gained an average of 12.2 points on the general learning ability test compared to 8.42 for 
the other students. There was a direct correlation in the “Oak School” experiment 
between “late bloomers” and the teachers believing that these same students were “better 
adjusted and more intellectually alive” students. Even though the “Oak School” 
experiment was conducted almost forty years ago, the implications of the study’s results 
have meaning for today’s teaching and learning domain. 
As a result of the provincial belief that the academic failure of urban students is 
self-imposed, researchers have not looked to the perceptions of black students for 
answers. The voices of black students are often absent from mainstream research on 
academic achievement. However, some have challenged mainstream assumptions about 
African-American academic achievement. 
For example, Lisa Delpit in her book Other People’s Children: Cultural Conflict 
in the Classroom (1995), gives educators a different perspective on teaching children of 
color. She challenges educators to really examine their efforts to meet the needs of 
children from diverse backgrounds. She stresses in her book the power of reaching 
children through teaching culture. In her book, Delpit shares many of her personal 
teaching experiences as well as the teaching experiences of other teachers of different 
ethnicity and backgrounds. These teaching experiences are presented in the form of 
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essays in support of her belief. Delpit (1995) believes that diversity within the classroom 
enhances not only the students’ immediate learning experiences but also their ability to 
negotiate the global community. Delpit presents a whole new way of viewing children’s 
learning process in the classroom. She demands teachers to honestly search their own 
beliefs, feelings, and biases for some of the answers to the challenges that exist in the 
classroom. 
In Signithia Fordham’s book Blacked Out: Dilemmas of Race, Identity, and 
Success at Capital High (1996), she presents a systematic inquiry into the worldview of 
the students as well as the parents and teachers in an urban high school community in 
Washington DC. She presents, through what she refers to as her “watch” of this learning 
environment and community, an in-depth analysis, which seeks to “give voice” to the 
reasons behind certain black students’ academic behavior and performance based on the 
participants’ perceptions. In her book, Fordham (1996) provides insight on why black 
students succeed while others do not by daring to see and hear education through the eyes 
and voices of students at Capital High School. 
Eighty percent of a teacher’s time in a classroom is spent talking and listening to 
his/her students (Quarles, 1994). How much of this 80% will be beneficial to the student 
depends on the quality of the student’s involvement and participation, which is a 
reflection of what the student is thinking and perceiving about the total learning 
experience. 
The teacher is a major part of a student’s learning experience. Haberman (1995) 
stated that no school can be better than its teachers, and the surest and best way to 
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improve the schooling of the over 12 million children and youth in poverty is to get better 
teachers for them. Therefore, how the student perceives the teacher is a major issue, 
which must be considered by educational researchers. 
Woolverton (1996) investigating the mutual construction of knowledge between 
teachers and students suggest that students experience their own learning and knowing in 
a variety of ways, many of which depart from mainstream assumptions about people 
learn and know, and that variance in approaches to learning (in the face of school norms 
and expectations) may be a causal factor in school failure. This study, which took place 
in a working-class high school environment, attempted to address the issue of student 
variance in learning and its relationship to school failure is eliciting student beliefs and 
conceptualizations about their own learning, knowing, and schooling. 
Woolverton (1996) the students in this research conceptualized learning in highly 
contextual terms, and were particularly attentive to the roles and behaviors of teachers. 
The students perceived many of their teachers as uncaring and pedagogically limited, and 
much of their curriculum as irrelevant. They value the ability to care and connect with 
students above all attributes in teachers. 
As a result of the study, Woolverton (1996) declared that students often have 
different interpretations (from teachers) of what happens in classrooms and student and 
teacher agreement on teaching and learning dynamics is strongest in classrooms where 
teachers and students regard each other with mutual respect. Additionally, this research 
showed that students can identify their own approaches to learning and these approaches 
are similar within individuals across learning domains. The study further revealed that 
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students attribute differences in approaches to learning to individual or familial, rather 
than ethnic, gender, or social class, differences. Finally, Woolverton (1996) concluded 
with a suggestion that students be more frequently included in research, into their own 
learning processes, and its outcomes. 
Cotrell, Weaver, and Wenziaff (1994) qualitative research was conducted to 
obtain data, which reflected students’ perceptions of what characterized a “Master 
Teacher.” The “Master Teachers” were six of Bowling Green State’s “Master Teacher” 
award winners. Two methods were used to conduct data in this research: a “Teacher 
Behavior Inventory” and a focus group. Six students (not in a master teacher’s class) 
were randomly selected to fill out the teacher behaviors’ inventory. 
The inventory results were used to measure what each teacher actually did in 
his/her class, not what attitudes they created in their students. Additionally, four more 
students, who had taken one or more classes from the master teachers, were in a focus 
group to determine open-ended perceptions students have of master teachers in the 
classroom. The perceptions of the focus group and the behaviors inventory results were 
combined to form a profile of what an expert (master) looked like from students’ points 
of view. 
According to Cotrell, Weaver, and Wenziaff (1994), an expert, master teacher in 
the classroom should possess six characteristics: 
1. Demonstrate effective delivery skills needed to keep the student 
awake and interested in the subject. 
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2. Show enthusiasm: the focus group named enthusiasm (drama/motivation) as 
its first choice. 
3. Get down to students ’ interest level: master teachers, as perceived by the 
students had “really good listening skills,” a sense of humor about the subject 
and also “humor directed at themselves.” 
4. Reveal rigor: clear ground rules (starting with how master teachers lay out 
their course for students on the first day of class; tough but fair. 
5. Use examples and illustrations: master teachers give several examples of each 
concept and use concrete, everyday examples to explain concepts and 
principles. 
6. Demonstrate commitment: this characteristic underlies all the others, 
and is often revealed by the amount of time teachers put into their classes. 
(P- 7) 
These six summary traits were summarized by the focus group in this way: 
Professional standards of behavior, relational quality of dealing with students whom you 
respect and acre for, keeping current on the field by using a variety of teaching 
techniques. This research supports the theory that characteristics of master teachers seem 
to apply to good teaching practices on all educational levels. 
Abundant research indicates that students’ academic performance and attitudes 
toward school are greatly influenced by stress they experience in their lives on a daily 
basis. Teachers’ behaviors and attitudes toward students may be an important contributor 
to student stress. Additionally, these studies revealed that higher-achieving students have 
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significantly more positive perceptions of their teachers’ behaviors and expectations 
toward them than their low-achieving counterparts in the areas of teachers’ work and 
rules orientation, as well as teachers’ high expectations, opportunity, and choice. 
The major conclusion to emerge from these studies was that students’ 
achievement levels do appear to influence their perceptions regarding many of their 
teachers’ behaviors and expectations toward them. 
Summary 
The point of this review of literature can best be summarized from the research of 
Freiberg (1993). According to researchers Pallas, Natriello, and McDill (1989), if 
current trends remain the same, by year 2020 nearly 50% of all students in the nation’s 
schools will be educationally disadvantaged. Yet, a resilient nation has its roots in its 
schools. It is becoming increasingly evident that schools can become a protective shield 
and an alternative pathway for inner-city students. However, guiding the present 
generation of urban school children to a better life will require an array of protective 
factors. As Freiberg (1993) notes, the problems of the inner cities are complex, and the 
solutions must be multidimensional. No one approach will meet all the challenges of 
preparing the next generation of youth for local, state, and national leadership or for a 
world-class work force. 
The fact that approximately 50% of new urban school teachers who were prepared 
in traditional programs quit or fail in five years or less (Haberman, 1998) is reason 
enough for educators and researchers to rethink the importance of students’ perceptions 
of their teachers and the learning environment. This research signals a call to action for 
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all of us who care deeply about urban education. Furthermore, this research explains why 
including student input and participation is a learned skill. 
The review of literature revealed specific, meaningful, and tested ways where 
students’ perceptions have made a unique contribution to the teaching and learning 
process. Educational researchers need to focus more on students’ perceptions of the 
learning environment and teachers’ attitudes for possible answers to low student 
achievement. Urban school boards and school leaders must listen to what their students 
value and expect from their schools, and then focus on what matters most: improving the 
academic achievement of students. 
CHAPTER III 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This study examined successful urban students’ perceptions of their learning 
environment, teachers’ attitudes, and classroom instruction and the impact these 
perceptions have on students’ academic performance. The study examined perceptions of 
students as a means to identify specific characteristics of teachers who students identify 
as successful. George Eliot said that, “those who trust us educate us” (Caporrimo, 2002, 
p. 1). The student who is the ultimate benefactor of our schooling efforts must have a 
voice in what is and will affect them because selection is more important than training 
(Haberman, 1995). 
The theoretical framework for this study is based on three premises: we can learn 
a great deal, perhaps most, from students about student performance; student perceptions 
have been largely ignored; and administrative decisions can be better informed by the use 
of multiple sources for data collection. 
In any collaborative learning environment, all participants’ roles are important if 
positive outcomes are to be achieved. This is especially true of the classroom if the 
classroom is to be viewed as a collaborative learning environment. To provide an 
effective learning environment for the urban school student, much research has been 
devoted to teachers’ attitudes towards teaching and their perceptions of students. 
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However, the student’s perspective of what constitutes an effective comprehensive, 
collaborative, and student-centered learning environment needs to be addressed. 
There are many messages that surface when educators listen to what students are 
saying about teaching and learning. By including student perceptions as a part of each 
school’s improvement process, the initiatives towards school improvement and student 
achievement can be enhanced. In “Listening to Student Voices, Self-Study Toolkit” 
(1998) developed for k-12 educational leaders and school-based teams, interested in 
including students in continuous school improvement, evidence is found in support of: 
• Why it is important for students to be part of school’s improvement process. 
• Messages that surface when schools listen to student voices. 
• Four self-study tools that can help schools or school districts include students 
on the school improvement journey. 
In Listening to Student Voices (1998), students are presented as important 
stakeholders. Their views are presented distinctly and are used to help move the teaching 
and learning process along. This is reflected by referring to the words of a student: 
Most of the school is us, the student.. .1 think it’s important 
that the staff knows what we’re thinking so they can help 
change the school to be a better place, (p. 1) 
This research explains why including student input and participation is a learned 
skill. It cites specific, meaningful, and tested ways where students’ perceptions can make 
a unique contribution to the teaching and learning process. 
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Definition of Terms 
The following terms were defined in order to create a frame of reference for this 
study: the learning environment, classroom instruction, teacher attitude, and perception. 
Academic Achievement: Performance by a student in a course/class; quality and 
quantity of a student’s work/performance during a given period. 
Classroom Instruction: Quality or state of the classroom teaching (actions, 
strategies, and practices). 
Learning Environment: Classroom environment; a place where students gather to 
learn considering the aggregate of social and cultural conditions (as classroom rules, 
language used, etc.) that influence an individual or group. 
Teacher Attitude-. Behavior representative of feelings or convictions; a persistent 
disposition to act either positively or negatively toward a student or group of students, 
situations, or values. 
In this study, perception was defined as the intelligent discernment of an 
individual derived as a function of that individual’s non-conscious expectations. Those 
non-conscious expectations, which have had their foundation in past and present 
experiences and serve as a basis for a person’s meaningful motivated actions. Student 
perceptions referred to in this study related to how students see teachers’ attitudes, 
classroom instruction, and the learning environment from a function of non-conscious 
expectations, which the students have for their classroom teachers. 
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Assumptions 
During the last two decades of the twentieth century, the trend has been for an 
individual to become concentrated specialists. For one to understand the depth of their 
specific field of business was considered the only way to distinguish oneself as a valued 
consultant. It really did not matter what you did not know in other areas, just as long as 
you were a specialist in one particular area. However, by the first few months of the new 
millennium, the trend of “specialist” had shifted. 
The general trend of the 21st century is that corporations and individuals alike are 
now looking for advisors who are known for their wisdom and understanding as well as 
their technical expertise in a particular area. Jagdish Sheth and Andrew Sobel (2000) 
discuss in their book entitled Clients for Life how great professionals develop 
breakthrough relationships with their clients not because of what they knew but because 
of how they were able to apply and couple their knowledge with their wisdom and 
understanding of people. Many of the chapter titles of their book are quite compelling, 
revealing, and relative to this research topic such as: “From knowledge worker to wisdom 
worker,” “Building knowledge depth and breadth,” and “Creating trust through 
integrity.” 
It is a fact that we live in a world where having specific knowledge is of the 
utmost importance, but it is not exclusively important. This has become increasingly 
apparent in our urban classrooms where many teachers are content rich, but are not 
effective in the classroom. For teachers to be truly effective, they must be able to reach 
their students in order to teach them. If the urban schoolteacher is to be truly successful, 
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the ability to discern how to balance and blend the specifics of knowledge of content with 
the capacity to reach and deliver that knowledge is critical. Urban schools are in dire 
need of teachers who have somehow discovered this “magical” ability. 
Research directed to ways of showing just how “unmagical” it is to identifying 
teachers of this caliber is long over do. This qualitative study explored the perceptions of 
students as a means to identify specific characteristics of teachers who students identify 
as successful. 
Scope and Limitations 
For the purpose of this study, one urban school district was selected. 
Additionally, this study was limited to two high schools. One high school had 
consistently shown the highest overall academic performance for the past three years, and 
the other had shown the lowest academic performance over the past three years. In this 
study, performance of the students at each selected school site was limited to their 
performance on the Georgia High School Graduation Test and the Scholastic Aptitude 
Test. The Georgia High School Graduation Test, in the Atlanta Public Schools, is 
administered to all first time eleventh graders. Consequently, for this study, the two high 
schools were selected based on the results of their first time test-takers on the Georgia 
High School Graduation Test. 
The selection of a high performing high school and a low performing high school 
was based primarily on how the two high schools’ ranked on the Georgia High School 
Graduation Test for the past three years and the Georgia Public Education Report Card 
school ranking report for the past three years. This study examined each selected high 
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school’s standing on the four academic areas of mathematics, science, language arts, and 
social studies for the past three years. The high school that ranked highest and the high 
school that ranked the lowest consistently over the past three academic school years was 
used for this research thereby providing two high school sites, which were information 
rich environments for this study. 
The research for this study was conducted via two focus groups and four 
individual interviews. Since this study required student participants to be interviewed, 
one limitation was the possibility of accuracy or honesty of the student respondents. 
Also, the students selected for each focus group was limited to five students from each 
high school each of whom had been academically successful in their respective learning 
environments. Student selection was based primarily on two criteria: grade point 
average (3.00 +) and participation in at least one out-of-class activity. Another limitation 
for this study was that the study required students as its participants. In the urban school 
district used in this study, student interviews are not allowed to be audio taped or 
videotaped. Therefore, during the long group interview sessions, an independent 
transcriber was present to do copious note taking while the researcher focused on 
engaging the students in conversation and obtaining complete answers to the research 
questions. 
Summary 
While there may be other variables relative to students’ perceptions of their 
teachers, which may have had some influence on the students’ academic performance, 
there have not been studies conducted that have had as there primary focus the three 
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variables: the learning environment, classroom instruction, and teachers’ attitudes that 
was used in this research. Therefore, the scope of this study included the learning 
environment, classroom instruction, and teachers’ attitudes as they related to the students’ 
achievement in the two urban high schools selected for this study. 
The theoretical framework for this study is based on three premises: we can learn 
a great deal, perhaps most, from students about student performance; student perceptions 
have been largely ignored; and administrative decisions can be better informed by the use 
of multiple sources for data collection. 
The research study presented five terms, which were: (1) learning environment, 
(2) classroom instruction, (3) teacher attitude, (4) academic achievement, and 
(5) perception. The review of previous research and this researcher’s personal 
experiences, while working in urban high school settings, lead to the selection of the five 
terms. Each of the terms was defined relative to their usage in this research study. 
Haberman (1995) based his research on the strategy that selection of effective 
teachers is more important than the training of teachers. Also, Caporrimo (2002) 
proclaimed that the student’s perspective relative to the challenges of teaching and 
learning still remains in the background of educators trying to find answers to these 
challenges. 
This study, therefore, assumed that we indeed live in a world where having 
specific knowledge is of the utmost importance, but it is not exclusively important in the 
area of teaching and learning. If the urban schoolteacher is to be truly successful, the 
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ability to discern how to balance and blend the specifics of knowledge of content with the 
capacity to reach and deliver that knowledge is critical. 
CHAPTER IV 
RESEARCH METHODS AND PROCEDURES 
Design of the Study 
The very nature of this study demanded a qualitative approach in order to produce 
a comprehensive and meaningful research study. A qualitative process for collecting data 
was used for its flexibility and openness. Using a qualitative approach provided the 
opportunity for interviews to serve as the primary avenue by which data was collected. 
At the most basic level, interviews are conversations (Kvale, 1996). Kvale 
(1996) sees qualitative research interviews as endeavors to understand the world from the 
subjects’ point of view, to disclose the meaning of peoples’ unique and personal 
experiences, to uncover their lived world prior to scientific explanations. Since it was the 
intent of this study to provide an understanding of the learning environment and its key 
“care keeper” the classroom teacher from the student’s perspective and to uncover any 
influences the students’ perceptions may have on academic performance, student 
interviews were the best method to gamer the needed data. While those who disagree 
with the findings sometimes dismiss qualitative results on political or methodological 
grounds, it can be harder to dismiss the actual words of participants, which convey their 
powerful emotions (Sewell, 2002). In this study, this was the voice of the students. 
Research shows that the best way to gather information in a focus group format is 
by creating a permissive and nurturing environment that encourages different perceptions 
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and points of view, without pressuring participants to vote, plan, or reach consensus 
(Krueger, 1988). According to Marczak and Sewell (2002), there are eight advantages of 
using focus groups: 
• Take advantage of the fact that people naturally interact and are influenced by 
others (high face validity). 
• May be one of the few research tools available for obtaining data from 
children. 
• Provide data more quickly and at lower cost than if individuals interviewed 
separately; groups can be assembled on shorter notice than for a more 
systematic survey. 
• Generally requires less preparation and is comparatively easy to conduct. 
• Researcher can interact directly with respondents (allows clarification, follow¬ 
up questions, probing). Can gain information from non-verbal responses to 
supplement (or even contradict) verbal responses. 
• Data uses respondents' own words can obtain deeper levels of meaning, make 
important connections, and identify subtle nuances. 
• Very flexible; can be used with wide range of topics, individuals and settings 
• Results are easy to understand and more accessible to lay audiences or 
decision-makers than complex statistical analyses of survey data. (p. 3) 
Finally, having the notes from the focus group sessions professionally transcribed 
allowed the researcher to review entire focus group sessions for a closer follow-up and 
37 
probing of the respondents’ non-verbal as well as verbal responses to the open-ended 
questions on the student guide interview questions. 
Access and Entry Process 
Access into the Urban Public Schools used in this study was initially obtained by 
a written request to the Research, Planning, and Accountability Department. The letter of 
request came from the Chair of the Department of Educational Leadership at Clark 
Atlanta University. After permission was granted, the researcher followed-up with a 
request to collect data from the two specific selected high schools. Next, a meeting with 
each of the principals of each high school site was held to explain the focus and intent of 
the study and to obtain each principal’s permission and support. 
Description of the Two High School Settings 
In order to obtain data for making a more comprehensive comparison between 
students’ perceptions of their learning environment and teacher attitudes, this study 
looked at the learning experiences of students in a high performing urban high school as 
well as a low performing urban high school in a Georgia Urban School System. Using 
both a high and a low performing high urban high school produced a broader student 
perspective; thereby, a wealth of qualitative data was collected, which was used for 
analysis relative to comparisons and contrasts between both kinds of urban high schools. 
This research examined the students’ perceptions of the learning environment, teacher 
attitudes, and classroom instruction in both the high performing as well as the low 
performing high school. 
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In this study, a high performing high school was defined as an urban high school 
where its eleventh grade students have, over the past three to five years, scored well 
above the norm on the Georgia state assessment test (The Georgia High School 
Graduation Test), and students’ performance on the college entrance examination (The 
Scholastic Aptitude Test) is in good national standing. A low performing high school 
was defined as a high school where students have consistently scored below the norm on 
the before mentioned state and national tests. The Research, Planning, and 
Accountability Department, of the Public School System used in this study, provided a 
detailed profile of the two selected high schools’ test data covering the academic school 
years from 1999 to 2003 (see Appendices A and B). 
Description of the High Performing High School 
Progressive High School (PHS), the pseudonym for the high performing high 
school at which this study was conducted, is located in what is called Mid-Town. To a 
certain degree, many considered this area to be somewhat expensive, chic, and 
predominately white. Progressive High promotes diversity as its primary asset, which is 
reflected in its racial, economic, and cultural differences of its student population. 
Progressive High’s faculty and student population truly reflect the growing diversity of 
Georgia’s population. The enrollment of 952, for the 2002-2003 school year, included 
the following ethnic composition: 63% black, 33% white and 4% other. 
Progressive High’s student population also represents a broad socio-economic 
spectrum, with 44% of its students receiving a free or reduced price lunch. Its faculty 
provides a healthy mixture of ethnic backgrounds: African American, European 
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American, Egyptian, Ethiopian, Jewish, Moslem, and Asian. The high school’s building, 
designed by famous Georgian architect, Phillip Shutze, was constructed in 1924 as Boys’ 
High, a school for male students. Since that time, the school has experienced profound 
changes. 
Progressive High School began in 1947 as a coeducational institute for white 
students only, and in 1961, the school became one of the first schools in Georgia to be 
racially integrated. The stabilization of the ethnic makeup of Progressive High coincided 
with the dramatic changes in administrative leadership of the school and a new academic 
emphasis. 
Progressive High School fits the definition of a high performing school as defined 
within the context of this study because it is an urban high school where its eleventh 
grade students have, over the past three to five years, scored well above the norm on the 
Georgia state assessment test (The Georgia High School Graduation Test); additionally, 
its students’ performance on the college entrance examination (The Scholastic Aptitude 
Test) is in good national standing. Progressive High’s test data for the past four years is 
graphically presented in Appendix A. 
Description of the Low Performing High School 
Searching High School (SHS), the pseudonym for the low performing high at 
which this study was conducted, is located in the southwestern part of a large Georgia 
city and currently rests on approximately forty acres with four different buildings for 
academic and vocational instruction. Searching High was established in 1948 and served 
approximately 700 students. The high school was initially accredited in 1973. Prior to 
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this time, the 40 acres of building site was the site for a historically black university. 
Based on the latest census statistics, the residential zone in which Searching High School 
is located has a population of 40, 647. Of this number, 52% are female and 47% are 
male. 
Searching High School serves a predominantly African-American student body. 
Ninety-seven percent of the student population is African American, 1% is Caucasian, 
1% Hispanic/non-white, and 1% identified as other. Twenty-eight percent of this area’s 
residents are married and 71% are single. The average household income is $9,122, and 
there is an average of 3 persons per household. Fifty-six percent of the students who 
attend Searching High are eligible for free or reduced meals. Searching High’s teaching 
staffs ethnic composition is 98% African American and 2% white/non-Hispanic. 
Within the context of this study, Searching High School fits the definition of a 
low performing high school because it is an urban high school where its eleventh grade 
students have, over the past three to five years, scored below the norm on the Georgia 
state assessment test (The Georgia High School Graduation Test); additionally, its 
students’ performance on the college entrance examination (The Scholastic Aptitude 
Test) is below the state. Searching High’s test data for the past four years is graphically 
presented in Appendix B. 
Description of the Student Focus Groups 
A focus group for the high performing high school as well as the low performing 
high school was formed. Each focus group consisted of five students: one ninth grader, 
one tenth grader, one eleventh grader, and two twelfth grade students. The focus group 
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representing the high performing high school was diverse relative to sex, race, and grade 
level. The focus group representing the low performing high school was diverse relative 
to sex and grade only because of the school’s 99% African American population. Within 
each grade level, a school counselor was asked to assist the researcher with the selection 
process. Each student selected met the following specific criteria: 
• The student selected had maintained an accumulative grade point average of 
3.00/(80) or above. 
• The student selected was participating in at least one out-of class activity 
(academic club, student government, or sport). 
The lead counselor and the principal at each of the selected high schools were 
asked to participate in the student selection process. The lead counselor at each school 
site was asked to arrange an initial meeting with the researcher and the five selected 
students. During this meeting, the purpose and intent of this study was fully explained to 
each student. 
Permission from the parents of each student selected to participate in this 
research project was obtained prior to conducting any research (see Appendix C). After 
obtaining parental and student permission, each participate was asked to volunteer as a 
member of the focus group and was given a consent letter/form to read and sign (see 
Appendix D). The consent letter/form consisted of the purpose of the study; the roles and 
responsibilities of each participant as they relate to the study; time required for the 
interview sessions; who to contact for questions if there were any risks and benefits for 
participating in the study; and a statement assuring confidentiality. Each participant, their 
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parents, lead counselor, and principal were given copies of the student interview guide 
questions for review prior to conducting the group interview sessions. 
Data Collection Procedures 
After the five students for each focus group were selected, each student informant 
was asked to participate in a three-phase data collection process. In phase one, each 
student was asked to complete a pilot student questionnaire in order to obtain 
demographic data and to respond to two open-ended questions (see Appendix E). The 
purpose of including two open-ended questions in the pilot student questionnaire was to 
obtain the students’ responses to serve as the basis for each focus group conversation. 
The second phase of the data collection process involved a three-hour formal interview 
session conducted with the focus group representing each of the high school sites. 
The final phase involved four individual interviews with the ninth grade student 
and the twelfth grade student (student government president) from each focus group. The 
purpose of selecting the ninth grade students was to ascertain data, which could be used 
in follow-up research as they matriculated through high school. The two twelfth grade 
students, each being their respective high school’s president, were interviewed in order to 
gamer a retrospection of the whole of their learning environment. This data served as 
vital information in establishing the best-perceived learning environment that may benefit 
student performance. Again, this study was pertinent in formulating the whole student 
perception of what he or she felt contributed to his or her successful academic 
performance. 
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During both focus group long interview sessions, an independent transcriber was 
present to record all participants’ responses. During the four individual interviews, 
copious note taking was the primary tool for recording all student responses. 
Additionally, during the individual interview sessions, one method used to collect data 
was by asking the student to write his or her responses to those questions, which needed 
extended periods of time for reflections and responses. To validate the written 
interpretations of the researcher, an independent transcriber was present to record all 
participants’ responses. All interviews were professionally transcribed. Conducting two 
long focus group interview sessions, as well as four individual interviews allowed for an 
inductive exploration of themes. 
Conducting the individual interviews provided data for a more comprehensive 
look at the reasons behind the selected students’ responses, which were obtained during 
the two focus group sessions. During both focus group sessions and individual 
interviews, field notes were taken, which reflected each student’s physical expressions 
and any display of emotions. All field notes, along with the researchers reflections, were 
maintained in a personal log. Maintaining a personal log was extremely useful to the 
researcher and helped to keep track of the development of the research project and 
maintained records of how she had been influenced by the collected data (Bogdan & 
Bilken, 1982). A summary of all transcriptions was shared with each student participant 
for accuracy and approval. To conduct this research without adversely affecting the 
instructional program in the two high schools and for this research to be in the best 
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interest of the selected students, the interviews required for this study were not conducted 
during the core curriculum classes 
To obtain a more comprehensive picture of each of the selected students in their 
learning environment, several unobtrusive classroom and informal observations were 
conducted of all ten students. Observation notes were transcribed and analyzed relative 
to observed student classroom participation, student behavior, and student teacher 
relationships. 
Description of the Student Interview Guide/Instrument 
The research questions served as the framework for the development of the 
Students’ Interview Guide that was used to collection the perceptions of each focus group 
participant (see Appendix F). The Student Interview Guide Questions were divided into 
three categories: learning environment questions, teacher attitude questions, and 
classroom instruction questions. All of the questions on the interview guide were either 
open-ended or required the students to explain a yes or no response. 
Data Analysis Process 
Each individual interview, as well as the two group interview sessions, was 
transcribed. A close analysis of the transcribed data was made relative to common 
themes in the student responses. The three areas set forth in the six research questions for 
this study served as the framework for categorizing the findings. As common themes 
were identified, they were categorized relative to how they related to teacher attitudes, 
learning environment, classroom instruction, and/or student performance. A separate 
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analysis was made for the high performing high school and the low performing high 
school. Also, a comparative analysis relative to common or different themes in the 
student responses was made between the two high schools. 
Additionally, each informant’s response was examined for any overlapping and/or 
different facets of his or her perceptions of the learning environment, classroom 
instruction, and teachers’ attitudes as they related to their academic performance. 
Coding was done relative to common language or descriptions and the frequency of the 
responses. The student responses were coded as high priority, moderate or medium 
priority, or low priority under each of the areas: learning environment, classroom 
instruction, and teacher attitude. To maintain confidentiality, non-identifiable descriptors 
were used for coding all student responses. The student interview questions were open- 
ended. The seven research questions for this study served as the focus for the open- 
ended interview questions. 
Data Validity and Trustworthiness 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) refer to trustworthiness as it relates to the naturalistic 
inquiry that assures the audience of the quality of the worth of the findings. According to 
Lincoln and Guba (1985), there are four criteria requirements in establishing 
trustworthiness: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmation. 
The first step to ensuring the credibility of the findings of the research was 
through triangulation. Triangulation is a process by which theories and ideas are 
supported with multiple sources of information. In this research, data sources included 
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student interviews: two focus groups and four individuals, student questionnaire, and 
field notes garnered from unobtrusive classroom observations. 
The second step to ensuring the credibility of this research was through the 
process of member checking. Notes from each focus group interview session were 
transcribed. All transcribed data were shared with each focus group so that the group 
could read their responses for accuracy. Data from the individual interview sessions 
could readily be checked because the student participants were asked to actually write 
most of their responses. 
The final step in ensuring credibility was peer debriefing. Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) defines peer debriefing as “the process by which the researcher is kept Honest” 
(p. 308). The lead counselor at the high performing high school and the low performing 
high school was asked to serve as an auditor to insure that each focus group interview 
session and the individual interviews were conducted in a professional manner in 
conformity with generally accepted qualitative research principles and practices of the 
selected urban school system. 
The peer debriefer for this research study was a colleague in the Atlanta Public 
Schools Educational Leadership Cohort Program who was familiar with and was 
presently involved in qualitative research and understood the role and responsibilities of a 
peer debriefer. All data related to interviews, classroom observations, and related field 
notes related to the study were shared and discussed with the peer debriefer throughout 
the research process. 
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It was the responsibility of the researcher to make transferability judgments 
possible for potential appliers by providing a database (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 
Throughout the study, dependability was guaranteed as the researcher worked towards 
insuring the preservation of all materials and documents that were used to assure the 
process of naturalistic inquiry. Confirmation was the criterion, which was used to 
establish and assure that all the data collected for the study was supported. To establish 
confirmation for this research, a comparison was made among the participants’ 
responses, their observed classroom behaviors, and their academic performance. 
To farther establish confirmation, each member of the focus group asked to 
participate in the individual interviews, was asked to derive a set of desired teacher 
characteristics, which reflected their personal perceptions. This was done without the 
researcher being present. Finally, a comparison and contrast were made between each 
participant’s set of desired teacher characteristics. 
Summary 
The design of the study was based on six research questions, which were developed 
in order to obtain the quality of responses needed to address the three areas: the learning 
environment, teacher attitudes, and classroom instruction. Two student focus groups 
were the primary source of reference for data collection. One focus group was diverse 
relative to grade level, sex, and race. The other was diverse relative to sex and grade level 
only. 
There was also the inclusion of reflections of field notes gathered from numerous 
observations of each participant in his or her learning environment. Additionally, validity 
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was addressed through triangulation and member checks. The process used in this study 
to collect student perceptions will serve as a model for any urban high school leadership 
to use to collect data relative to its learning environment, teacher attitudes, and classroom 
instruction and their impact on student performance. The data collection process used in 
this study was extremely comprehensive because the researcher actually listened to what 
each student participant said about his or her learning environment, teachers’ attitudes, 
and classroom instruction; heard each student’s views and opinions in his or her own 
words; learned about their perceptions positively and or negatively affected their 
academic performance in their classes. This approach was used in an attempt to uncover 
meaning behind the students’ expressed perceptions. 
CHAPTER V 
DATA PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS 
Overview of the Data Collection Process 
The student informants generated the data presented in this chapter by 
participating in two focus groups and individual interview sessions. The data for this 
study were collected from two five-member student focus groups, which were formed at 
a low performing urban high school and a high performing urban high school located in a 
Georgia Urban School System. Data were collected over a three-month period during the 
spring of 2003. 
The primary data presented are a compilation of the perceptions, thoughts, and 
feelings of two student focus groups. A student focus group was formed at Searching 
High School, the pseudonym for the low performing high school; additionally, a student 
focus group was formed at Progressive High School, the pseudonym for the high 
performing high school, used in this study. 
The focus groups from both the low performing as well as the high performing 
high school consisted of five students who had been academically successful in their 
respective learning environments. Both focus groups consisted of one 9th grader, one 10th 
grader, one 11th grader, and two 12th graders. One of the 12th grade participates on each 
focus group was the president of his respective student body government association 
(SGAP) during the time data for this study was collected. 
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The racial composition of Searching High School’s (SHS) focus group was not 
racially diverse due to the fact that 99% of the school’s student population was African- 
American at the time of data collection. The demographic description of Searching 
High’s focus group was comprised of three female students (the 10th, 11th, and 12th 
grades) and two male students (9th grade and SGAP). 
The racial composition of Progressive High School’s (PHS) student focus group 
was diverse with the composition of two African Americans, two Caucasians, and one 
Asian. The demographic description of Progressive High’s focus group was one African- 
American female (9th grade), one Caucasian female (10th grade), one Caucasian male 
(11th grade), one Asian male (12th grade), and one African-American male (12th grade- 
SGAP). 
The students selected to participate in this study were asked to participate in a 
three-phase data collection process. In phase one, each student was asked to complete a 
pilot student questionnaire in order to obtain demographic data and to respond to two 
open-ended questions (see Appendix E). 
The purpose of including two open-ended questions in the pilot student 
questionnaire was to develop strong questions for the focus group session. The second 
phase of the data collection process involved a three-hour formal interview session 
conducted with the focus group representing each of the high school sites. 
The final phase involved four two-hour individual interview sessions with the 
ninth grade student and the twelfth grade student (student government president) from 
each focus group. The purpose of selecting the ninth grade students was to ascertain 
data, which could be used in follow-up research as they matriculated through high school. 
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The two twelfth grade students, who serve as their high school student body presidents, 
were interviewed in order to gamer a retrospection of the whole of their learning 
environment experience. 
During both three hour-long focus group interview sessions, an independent 
transcriber was present to record all participants’ responses. Additionally, during the four 
individual interview sessions, students were asked to respond to the questions in writing. 
This allowed for extended periods of time for reflections and responses. Also, the ninth 
grader and the student government president participant from each focus group was asked 
to compile a list of teacher characteristics, which they felt represented the “ideal” teacher 
for their high school. Finally, during each individual interview session, the ninth grader 
and the student government president from each focus group was asked to write a 
description of how they perceived their school’s learning environment. 
Categorization and Coding of the Data 
A Student Interview Guide (see Appendix F) was developed in order to address 
the following six research questions: 
1. According to students, what are the characteristics of an effective teacher? 
2. How do students describe a learning environment that is conducive to their 
academic success? 
3. According to students, how do effective teachers and positive learning 
environments encourage their academic achievement? 
4. According to students, what factors most influence their academic 
achievement? 
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5. According to students, how do teachers’ reinforce positive factors that 
influence the academic achievement of their students? 
6. According to students, how do teachers’ reinforce negative factors that 
influence the academic achievement of their students? 
Three dimensions were identified while organizing the interview questions. The 
first group of questions was focused around each student’s perception of his or her 
learning environment. The second group of questions focused upon the student’s 
perception of his or her teachers’ attitudes/behaviors. The last group of questions focused 
on the students’ perceptions of their classroom instruction. 
Coding was done relative to common language or descriptions and the frequency 
of the responses made by each student in each of the three dimensions. Coding within 
and between dimensions was necessary to illuminate linkages across dimensions. 
The dimensions are based upon broad themes, specifically learning environment, 
teacher attitudes/behaviors, and classroom instruction. Within each of the major 
dimensions, there are several secondary themes, which will be highlighted. For 
presentation purposes, several questions under each dimension were combined based on 
how closely related the questions were. Each member of each of the two focus groups 
was asked to respond to ten questions under the learning environment dimension; eleven 
questions under the dimension of teacher attitude and behavior; and five questions under 
the dimension of classroom instruction. Each interview question was open-ended; 
furthermore, each student was encouraged to explain if a yes or no response was given. 
The remaining sections of the data presentation and analysis are categorized by 
the three large dimensions; the responses to questions posed during the interview 
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sessions; and an analysis of the individual student interviews for Progressive High 
School, the high performing high school and Searching High School, the low performing 
high school. Under each dimension, the responses were coded and summarized relative 
to common language or descriptions and the frequency of the responses. 
The presentation of the raw data is intended to provide a complete and vivid 
picture of the voices of the perceptions of the students at the low and high performing 
high school used in this study. First, the raw data for both high schools are presented in 
their entirety. Secondly, to capture the essence of the student perceptions in each of the 
three dimensions, emergent themes were derived from each set of data. Additionally, an 
analysis is presented for each set of themes under each dimension. Finally, the common 
themes for each of the high schools used in this study are presented in table form for the 
high performing high school and the low performing high school. 
Progressive High School (PHS): Prologue and Observations 
of Progressive High School’s Student Focus Group 
It took two weeks to schedule the long interview session with the student focus 
group from Progressive High School. All five students were extremely active in several 
extra-curricular activities; therefore, trying to set a time that was convenient for the entire 
group was quite challenging. The group was given a choice between having the session 
in either their school’s media center or Principal’s conference room and meeting in a 
room at the school district’s instructional office site. 
54 
The students were very adamant about not wanting to meet at their local school 
site. The 11 and 12 grade licensed drivers agreed to transport the younger students to 
an off-campus interview site. 
In order to give the students adequate time to drive from their school, the 
interview session was set for 4 o’clock in the afternoon. Upon arrival to the instructional 
center, the group met in one of the meeting rooms and per their request had an informal 
dinner and talked freely. The mood was very jovial, and since each participant knew 
each other, the conversation was light. The independent transcriber was introduced, and 
she too was included in the light conversation during the meal. No one appeared 
nervous, but extremely relaxed. 
After we had eaten, the group was reminded of the task at hand. They were 
reminded to relax and to respond to each question openly and truthfully. A good rapport 
had been developed earlier with the focus group weeks in advanced through several 
informal meetings in the counselor’s suite of their local school site. The students said 
that they were really looking forward to beginning the interview session. The 9th grader 
and the SGAP even continued eating during the onset of the interview session. The 
session was very in-depth, often candid, personal, and revealing. 
At the end of our three hour conversation/interview, we were all very tired and 
finished off the sodas left from dinner. Since it was dark outside, I thought it was best 
that I personally take the 9th grader home. Since each student had received prior parental 
permission, the older students of course drove home in their personal cars. 
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PHS - Focus Group Interview Session: 
Student Participants’ Perceptions of Their Learning Environment 
How would you describe an ideal classroom? 
9th grader. If we had more comfortable chairs.. .1 would love to sit on a beanbag 
to learn. In my middle school, you had the opportunity to either sit at your desk 
or a beanbag. A more comfortable environment, everything else is cool. No 
chalk. My teachers if they are good, I am cool. One of my teachers is boring to 
me, and I like a hands-on teacher. 
Wh grader: I am not one for the total comfort beanbag concept. I think there 
should be desk and tables, soft seats, temperature levels ... at Progressive High 
there is no comfortable medium. There must be a certain ambiance. Something 
that keeps you awake, some teachers have nothing on the walls, very drab. I like 
welcoming rooms, and the teachers would be hands on and can communicate with 
the students and not shout. I like a classroom that has order. 
IIth grade: Physical-wise a well-lit theatre style lecture hall. This situation 
allows for a one-on-one with the teacher. More importantly how the teacher goes 
about the rules by the city and/or the system. I like a teacher who doesn't take the 
rules too personal, and is able to place more importance on certain rules than on 
others. I like a classroom where the teacher knows the students and how much 
they can contribute. I like a teacher who is not stuck on arriving on time 
everyday. 
12th grader: A classroom where there is a lot of decorations on the wall. In the 
classroom, I like to see a lot of resources and computers that actually work with 
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cartridges in the printer. I like a classroom where we can have access to resources 
to do our work more efficiently. An ideal teacher is one that will really be there 
for the student whenever they need help. 
12th Student Body President: The ideal environment for me has proper 
ventilation; central heating and air; windows and very open; each person has 
enough space to get done what they need done; not cluttered; the class with 
posters on the bulletin board; functioning computers hooked up to high speed 
internet; computers with ink. It’s important that teachers are well supplied with 
resources and materials that pertain to the subject. I am not in tune with fozzballs; 
I like an environment that’s relaxed and businesslike, not too comfortable. A 
functioning TV would be nice. The ideal teacher doesn't have one personality, 
but I think that a teacher needs to know what she’s teaching. There is nothing 
worse than a teacher who is learning with you. We don’t need a teacher who 
doesn’t know the subject. A teacher needs to have a thorough understanding of 
what he or she is teaching. We need to move toward a paper free environment. I 
prefer teachers who pass out handouts rather than taking notes. The less paper the 
better. I like to submit things on disk. No chalk. Moderation is important. It’s 
wonderful that you have a teacher you really like or one that’s a lunatic. I don’t 
think that you should become so close to the teacher that it becomes a distraction. 
A teacher should be able to control his or her class and not give the students too 
much freedom. Teachers need to put responsibility on the student, and allow 
students to come and go as they please.. .but with structure. 
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Does a clean and organized classroom affect your desire to do your best work? 
9thgrader. Well, really I don’t care if I am able to learn. As long as the teacher 
can teach, I’m cool. Having papers all around her desk (student frowns). I guess I 
am sometimes. I am with SGAP even though he’s been there for four years. The 
school has been a distraction for me as far as the magnet program goes. I like 
Progressive because of the students' high SAT scores. I said is this how they 
operate. The physical condition of the school distracted me. The first week it 
affected my performance. 
lCfh grader. It depends on what learning environment I am in. For example, art if 
there are things around it's okay. If it's science that’s okay or if we are doing 
experiments. If they know where our grades are, and if there are no roaches, then 
it’s all right. I bring fozzsballs to play with me sometimes. Little things to play 
with, and that’s fine. 
IIth grader: I feel like it’s important that a teacher has an organized room not 
necessarily a clean room. When a teacher has a disorganized room I wonder why 
should I turn my assignments in on time when she is unorganized. It takes my 
respect a little bit lower. Certain teachers can lose your assignments because of 
the clutter. As long as the teacher can keep all the assignments together and it 
does not affect their effectiveness, it’s fine with me. 
12th grader: A clean and organized classroom will definitely affect by ability to 
perform my best work. Because when a teacher is really organized that says that 
person really cares about the work I turn in to him or her. It pushes me to do my 
best. 
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th 12 Student Body President: Cleanliness has not necessarily affected my 
performance because I have been in a dirty environment for the past four years; 
however, it is a distraction. It definitely is a distraction and undermines the 
respect for the school. As president, I know first hand that it takes away from the 
morale of the school. Sometimes it does affect ones performance. It all depends 
on the person some people are adaptable some are not. Organization-1 respect 
that everyone has different ways of organizing himself or herself. However I 
know certain methods work best with me, those that implement technology. I 
think that the lack of cleanliness is a deterrent. In the library, the keyboards are 
filthy. I won’t go in the library because it’s filthy. I won’t go in the library, and if 
I go, I don’t do anything, it’s not a pleasing environment. 
Can you name a class that you would like to take over again just for fun? 
9th grader. Yes. In both of my classes with Mr. X, he was laid back and knew 
what he was talking about. He knew everything that was happening in the news. 
In his classes, we were learning and having fun at the same time. 
10th grader. I am just a sophomore, and I haven’t had a chance to experience all 
the teachers at Progressive High yet. Mr. Y's physics class was really inspiring, 
and I came in a half quarter late. A hands on teacher and one of his experiments 
he put me in a bubble, it was an “awesome” experience. 
11th grader. I would have to say a scenic design class. We made the scenery for 
our theatre production in the fall. We were able to really make something really 
big. It was like taking art and putting it in a practical sense. 
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12 grade'. Yes. If I would have the chance to take a class over for fun, I would 
take all of sciences classes even AP Physics. I really like to dissect and my 
teacher provides hands on and demonstrations, optics to electrical, sound systems. 
He really brings what they teach from the textbook into the classroom. 
12th Student Body President: No, I cannot. I really have enjoyed all of my 
classes. 
In your classes, do you feel free to express your individuality? 
9th grader. To an extent, because I can express my individuality ... this is the 
first time I have worn a skirt like this. The first day of school I came in a wild 
hairstyle that caused distraction. I like the diversity there. We can see different 
ethnic groups coming together. I have not seen any discrimination at our school 
because our world cannot come together like that. I like to bridge around to 
different groups. It’s good to know I can go to different groups. 
10th grader. Definitely. I just feel that Progressive is the kind of school where 
you can. It is not an overpopulated school. It says come be yourself.. .it doesn’t 
put you in a category. Everyone hangs out at Progressive High.. .we are a family. 
That’s part of the reason I wanted to come to Progressive, and I have always gone 
to small schools. 
11th grader. Individually, we are different. Together, we are Progressive High. I 
agree with this motto because there are all different types of student; as we sit on 
the front lawn for lunch, we can talk with people from different economic 
backgrounds. At Progressive, it is not a fashion show like some of the other 
schools in the system. You can express how you feel personally. I am happy that 
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Progressive High is not a sheltered environment... you have a real world aspect 
all the time. Some high schools are not as diverse. During lunch, I agree that our 
groups are mixed; however, I don't know about the mindset of all the students 
being diverse. That would be really being together. 
12 grader. Absolutely, I feel free to express my individuality because it is a 
diverse school. Everywhere I go I can hang out with anyone at Progressive. Its 
like I really belong there. 
12th grader- Student Body President: When people use the word diverse to 
describe Progressive; I don’t think it pertains at all to race. Even though it does 
have 60% black or 38% white or a sprinkling of Hispanics, Asians or other 
groups. It pertains to a mindset. Because Progressive is so small it forces people 
to come in contact with other people. The balance at our school of blacks to 
whites affects the infrastructure of the school. I think it is very definitely a 
minority school... to race. If you combine the minorities together there are more 
blacks than whites. It forces the teachers/ curriculum not to just look at white 
history. Let us not forget that at lunchtime white people sit on the front lawn and 
blacks sit in the cafeteria. It’s called defacto segregation. It is just people’s 
natural tendencies to go with those who are more like them. It is diverse socio¬ 
economically. 
Do your teachers make you feel safe (emotionally/physically) while in their classroom? 
9th grader : Sometimes. All my teachers are women, if though that has nothing to 
do with it, it makes me feel safe, but then it doesn’t. The women teachers, Ms. G. 
61 
has the rowdy kids, and even though she yells at them, it doesn’t reassure me that 
everything is going to be all right. She will tell them to shut up or sit down. 
10th grader. On a one-on-one basis, the teachers that I have had and I know I feel 
safe around them. The student body outnumbers the teachers. I don’t like large 
groups at all. There are not enough teachers at Progressive. The class size at 
Progressive is large when everyone is together. 
11thgrader. Yes, our teachers make our environment as safe as they can. Some of 
the students are immature and the teachers can’t do anything about it. I would 
like to have my cell phone because a friend of mine had a seizure and they would 
not call the hospital. The state needs to allow us to have cell phones. 
12th grader. Yes, I feel safe in the classroom with the teacher that I am with. 
Most of the teachers have the skills to resolve any situation in a timely manner. 
The teachers take the situation in the way it should be.. Some take it too lightly, 
but others are not taking it to the point where they have circumstances. 
12th Student Body President: I think with my school fortunately things have not 
gone out of control. It is a pretty mild place to be. Should something happen out 
of the ordinary, I don’t think we would be prepared .... Security pertains more to 
cell phones. I don’t think precautions have been made to secure the school. 
There are so many ways to get in the school in general. 
Do you feel that your teachers respect you? 
9th grader. To a certain extent, they do, because I can get away with certain 
things... I can’t speak my opinion that much. In my Spanish class our teacher 
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will ask if we think we are learning something out of the class and she gets upset 
when we say no. If she asks me a question, I will get a true answer. 
10th grader: The majority of the teachers respect my opinion or standpoint. I 
have come across certain instances where a teacher has crossed or stepped on my 
toes. I try to work with her. Because I didn’t answer the question the way she 
thought I should. 
11 grader: It’s on an individual basis. Some students have different opinions 
about different teachers. Some teachers assign pointless busy work, when we 
bring it up in class, the students at Progressive tell the teachers when they are not 
teaching well—only in very specific cases do they loose respect for you. 
12 grader: Yes. I think they do. I give them respect. But in situations where 
there is a problem that needs to be solved, my teacher and me calmly try to solve 
it between us, and we try not to make it a much bigger deal to resolve it. 
12 Student Body President: It is all in how one conducts himself. It must be 
reciprocated. You must earn respect It is a part of life to have run-ins with 
teachers. You have to know how to deal with people. 
Does this feeling of being respected or not being respected affect your class 
performance? 
10th grader: I have applied myself even more in class. I try to earn the respect of 
the teacher who has not respected or disagreed with me. You have to try to fail a 
class at Progressive. The teachers bend over backwards to help their students to 
pass. 
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th • 11 grader. Outside of respect, at Progressive the teacher gives the student what 
they earn. 
12th grader. Most definitely, I try to go ahead and learn regardless of whether or 
not I am respected. 
12th Student Body President. No. it does not have an affect. I agree with the 
others. Teachers’ opinions really don’t affect me. It is my duty to myself to 
perform well. 
PHS: Student Participants’ Perceptions of Their Teachers’ 
Attitudes and Behavior 
Does a teacher’s tone of voice affective your academic performance? 
9th grader. Sometimes it does. If the teacher has a joking voice with a smile on 
his or her face, then I can’t take that teacher seriously. If you have no conviction 
in your voice, then I don’t think you are serious. 
10th grader. I agree with the 9th grader. The less monotone the better. If they are 
not focused and drab, I like for them to be enthusiastic and energetic. 
11 grader: Honestly, the least monotone the better. 
12th grader : The tone of voice does have an impact on my performance. In a 
classroom, I wouldn’t expect all lectures, but sometimes, they need to crack a 
joke; they shouldn’t be stuck up on the work they have to do. In my math class, 
every 40 minutes we get a break; otherwise, we would be sleepy. 
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12th Student Body President: Teachers’ attitudes really set how the classroom will 
go. If they runaround like their head is cut off or stressed out, a teacher really sets 
the tone of how the class will go. 
Give some examples of positive teacher remarks. 
9th grader. Go (Student gives her name)! 
lCfh grader. Mr. X, the art teacher, is one of the most positive people. He always 
has something to say with a smile. He notices things because he is in touch with 
them. It puts a positive spin on things. He doesn't’ say that is crap work. The 
journalism teacher was doting on his prize students.. .with a glow in his voice 
because he had taught them. 
11th grader. Teachers say positive remarks; it is so engrained.... not specifically. 
12th grader. Sometimes they motivate the students with very good remarks that 
encourage the students to become successful. 
12th grader - Student Body President: I am just trying to stay real. Time doesn’t 
really warrant all types of compliments in the classroom. Too many after a while, 
becomes “babying.” It is important for teachers to motivate their students to do 
well.. .we could get more of it. It is not “beaver cleaver” high school! When it is 
something outstanding, you hear it. 
Give some examples of negative teacher remarks. 
9th grader. I agree. 
10th grader. Students don’t dwell on negative remarks. One teacher said that we 
had the lowest average of all her classes. She said that our priorities weren’t in 
order because we hadn’t put God in our lives. I go to a public school for a reason. 
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That’s why church and state or separate. She strikes me as a little eccentric and 
pushes her opinions on other people. 
11 grader. Students at Progressive do not tend to dwell on things whether 
negative or positive, because you have to move forward on what you are learning 
that day. 
12th grader. No, it doesn’t affect me at all. The attitude of a teacher doesn’t. I 
am obligated to do what I have to do. Their input will definitely be a big 
encouragement for me to do what I want. 
12th Student Body President: I can’t think of that many negative or positive 
remarks. We have so much to do during the year.. .we have work to do. 
Do I hear you saying that generally speaking the teachers at Progressive don’t give any 
positive or negative praise remarks to students unless the students have been 
exceptionally good or exceptionally bad? 
12th Student Body President. Yes. They just expect you to do what is required of 
you. 
Do the kind of remarks teachers make affect your class performance? Yes No  
How so? 
Everyone responded No! 
Do you prefer to be taught by teachers who are strict? 
9th grader: No 
10th grader: Not overly strict 
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11th grader: To a certain extent. The teachers have to know what works for their 
class. Like an open door policy. The teacher must be able to set limits for the 
people in their class. 
12 grader. Yes, to a certain degree but not overly strict. Teachers who are strict 
make me stay on top of things. I can perform my responsibilities better. If the 
teacher is too easy, I become laid back. If the teacher is too easy, I feel that she 
doesn’t are about my input. I prefer teachers who care about my work. 
12 grader - Student Body President: It is all about moderation. I prefer teachers 
who are not strict to the point that it affects my own decision-making. You have 
to have structure and boundaries and limits in order for it to run. Oftentimes, 
strictness brings about better performance. Generally speaking, the teachers at 
Progressive High for the most part are strict, moderately. Moderate. Strict 
enough to bring about the type of learning environment a school needs. 
Definitely. Strict and strict enough. 
Do you have a favorite teacher? 
9th grader: I agree with (Student Body President). 
10th grader. I have teachers that I favor more than others. They are honest and 
they treat me like a young adult. They don’t talk down to me. I tend to like most 
of the teachers at Progressive. There are teachers at different ends of the 
spectrum some are new and some that are burned out. Some of the ones that have 
been here still have good rapport. Any number of the teachers, you can go to 
them for a recommendation; they will bend over backwards to give you a 
recommendation you need. 
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11th grader. Teachers don’t claim to have favorite students; so, I don’t have a 
favorite teacher. I agree with SGAP. 
12th grader: Yes, the majority, I like. I like one in particular that is open to 
questions that students ask her; some questions, she may not know the answers to. 
So, she will find it out and report back to the classroom. Often, when I have not 
had that teacher before, they will walk by and say hey, or give me a handshake. 
They care about not only the students in their classroom, but about the entire 
student body. 
12th grader - Student Body President: I don’t have a favorite because I like 
different things about different teachers. I like most of the teachers at 
Progressive. Generally, in the core subjects is where you find that teachers know 
what they are talking about. They transcend the classroom, and they bring other 
media/information into the classroom. In electives, it is generally by the book. In 
PE/health is more by the book. What is good about teachers at Progressive in 
general is that they are approachable and helpful. They are willing to go the extra 
mile to help you out. 
How would you describe the teachers at Progressive High? What makes them so great? 
What do you like most about them? What do you like least about him or her? 
11th grader: The majority of the teachers are good teachers and have unique 
things that make them different such as: student rapport, outside information, rich 
in content knowledge. Most of the teachers bring something special to their 
subject. 
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9th grader. When you give them an answer they don’t like, they instantly regret 
that answer. 
10th grader : No response 
11th grader. All of the Progressive teachers are a little eccentric at times in their 
own way. Oftentimes, a teacher may go overboard with their personality and that 
can take away from the learning experience. 
12th grader. No response. 
th 12 Student Body President: A lot of them take them too personal or internalize 
things or get their emotions involved with what they do ... be it outside, at home, 
they bring to the school. You have to keep your emotional feelings separate from 
your work. They bring their emotional baggage to school. 
Does this affect your academic performance? 
12th Student Body President: On certain days, it may make it hard to do. 
Academic performance relies on the school. Ultimately it relies on this school. 
Basically, we take responsibility for what we do. 
Generally speaking, do you feel that the students at Progressive High would perform just 
as well with different teachers? Do the teachers have a lot to do with the high 
performance of students? 
All responded yes. 
10th grader-. Teachers who come from different schools have to get accustom to 
the students and adjust the way they teach to students. They work with the 
student body and it affects the student-teacher relationship. 
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11th grader. Due to fact that Progressive is a diverse campus, they modify to the 
Progressive way. The principal hires them because he feels they will be good for 
the school and the students. 
What is the ‘Progressive ’ way of doing things? 
th 12 grader - Student Body President: We separate the Progressive teachers from 
other teachers. They are versatile and know how to cater to the needs of the 
students, and some students take initiative and not affected by the teachers. They 
are flexible and know how to cater to different students. They will try their best 
to help you pass and this has a direct impact on the students. 
Do you feel that your teachers are interested in your emotional being? Yes No  
Explain. 
9th-grader. Yes. It is like on certain days, my teachers can automatically sense 
my sadness. I always have a smile on my face, and when I walk into a room and 
have a sad look on my face, they know something is wrong. For example, my 
Spanish teacher, when my aunt died, she wanted to know what she could do to 
help. Recently, I just find out two days ago my friend from middle school died, 
and they wondered what was wrong. They really do care about me emotionally as 
well as academically. 
10th grader: I agree with SGAP. Some teachers do care and go and inquire about 
how life is going and then there are those who don’t. When you get to college 
you will probably be a number. Most of the Progressive teachers do genuinely 
care. When I get to college, I am worried. Will I have the same rapport that I 
have grown up with here at Progressive? Progressive High can be sheltering in 
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that aspect. That’s why so many Progressive students look for smaller colleges. 
11th grader. Some teachers, you have a good rapport with. It depends on your 
relationship with them. Some teachers know you on a personal level. Upper level 
teachers tend to bend more - the more challenging classes. The fact is that we are 
academically superior, and we feel we are. We are friendly with other students, 
and we are not stuck up or boogie, like other schools that feel they are up there, 
and their attitudes are different. 
Do I hear you saying that even though you feel that Progressive High is superior, 
probably to some of the other schools in the school system, that your attitudes do not 
reflect feelings of superiority like some other schools whose students are academically 
successful? 
12 grader. Caring teachers are interested in my emotional feelings. Some 
teachers truly notice my progress in their class. For example, if I score badly on a 
test, they immediately seek that out and come to me personally and ask what is 
going on emotionally more so than academically. They try to find out if there are 
any issues that they can help me solve. When the problem is solved, I can be 
more efficient in working in the classroom, and it puts me back on track, which is 
a big encouragement for me. 
12th grader - Student Body President: I think some do, some don’t. Some 
teachers standout, some care, and some don’t. I have a theory about Progressive; 
I wonder if it is because the teachers help us out so much. I am sure that is why 
we are successful because they do. When you don’t have teacher 
support/assistance, it’s survival of the fittest. Progressive can be sheltering like 
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the 10th grader said, and it would be interesting to know or research just how well 
emotionally the students coming out of Progressive are. As far as academics is 
concerned in our school system, no one else compares to Progressive. We have 
academics on lock; however, as far as being mentally prepared for college and 
mentally prepared for people not caring how you feel, I wonder how effective 
Progressive is at that. It would be interesting to look into or research just how 
Progressive students would cope in a large environment. I feel that students at 
(names another high school in the school system) and other students in our school 
system that are academically successful, no matter where they go, still feel that 
Progressive’s success is due to having a high population of whites. 
What do you feel about that statement? 
12th grader - Student Body President: In a way, that’s true. There is a disparity in 
that the minority receives the caliber of education that whites receive and blacks 
receive. There is some truth to that. It’s just because white students get a higher 
caliber of education. 
Do you think that the teachers would not perform as well if Progressive High did not 
have a high percent of white students? 
12th Student Body President: When a school has a substantial number of white 
students, there is more emphasis on choosing qualified teachers to place at that 
school. Because if you look at Progressive’s PTA and the people having a big say 
in how the school is run, they have a lot of clout. The PTA is predominately 
white but Progressive is predominately black. 
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Does this affect your academie performance in their class? Yes  No  Explain. 
9th-grader: Yes. Because it does make me want to do better that the teacher took 
the time to understand me doing my bad times. 
10r grader. Yes, but it is not the teacher’s job to have to go to parent/teacher 
dinners and get involved in your life outside of school. In the classroom, that's 
where you should be happy and content. 
11th grader. If a teacher takes into consideration your outside feelings, then you 
may be able to perform better to a certain extent. It is the student’s responsibility 
to get the work done. 
12th grader. Yes. 
12 grader - Student Body President: In a way, it does. I don’t need somebody 
to baby me or constantly compliment me. I need teachers who understand how 
humans operate in general. There are always extenuating circumstances. 
PHS: Student Participants’ Perceptions of Their Classroom Instruction 
What instructional method does your favorite teacher (s) utilize the most? 
a. talking (lecture) c. cooperative grouping 
b. distributing handouts d. combination (describe) 
9th grader. In my cooperative grouping experiences, it wasn’t a grouping matter; 
everybody had a question with the answers. We go with what each person has; 
we trust that person. It has not been a positive experience. I like handouts. 
10th grader: Joint extra curricular activities geared toward group activities. 
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11th-grader. Combination because they employ a combination of visual, oral, 
listening; they cater to all types of needs. If you learn a certain way, then the 
teacher needs to teach the students the way they learn best. Cooperative grouping 
is not appropriate for everyone’s work ethics. When you place groups together 
with varying work ethics, it allows people with the lower work ethic to get a grade 
that should not be a group grade. 
12th grader - Student Body President: Balance handouts and lecture. I think 
cooperative grouping happens very little. Some classes like art need cooperative 
grouping. Using groups is not substantial as lecturing and handouts; it’s almost 
routine. I prefer 90% lecturing and handouts. Few cooperative group experiences 
occur in the Progressive learning environment. Once every two weeks. 
Do you prefer it like that? Yes, from everyone. 
12th grader - Student Body President: If you like cooperative grouping, then go to 
“outward bound”. Because having too much cooperative grouping and learning 
takes away from each individual’s ability to control their own destiny pertaining 
to grades and education. You have to cater too much to other people; it takes too 
much adjustment to work cooperatively. Working individually, everyone is doing 
his or her own thing. Cooperative learning strays a little from qualitative learning 
and goes into emotional learning. Instead of getting your work done, you have 
clashing personalities and egos and more emotional and social issues are 
involved. With heterogeneous work ethics, there is a difference in the amount of 
work done; there is no balance. Homogenous work ethics can get in the way of 
the common goal. 
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So, you are saying (to the male students) you prefer working individually? 
11th grader. If the students in the group share a similar work ethic that’s fine; 
however, when you are placed with students who don’t share your work ethics, 
you have to worry about them doing the same similar work. I don’t like grouping. 
If you want something done the right way, do it yourself. 
10th grader. Ladies - At the same time, group work is a designed method of 
learning. It makes you have trust in people. When you work with people in a job 
setting, you may have to work with someone, and you have to get along with 
them. However, I do like working in a pair better than with five to six people. A 
group of three wouldn’t be bad having other people to bounce ideas off of. 
Getting other people’s input is helpful in the classroom. Nine times out of ten, the 
teachers will let you pick your group. 
Do your teachers expect you to produce high quality work? Yes No Explain. 
Yes, from all of the student focus group members. 
What teacher characteristics (traits) have influenced you the most to achieve and 
maintain your high academic standing? 
9th grader: High standards, concerned for well being, special assistance, 
passionate about the subject matter, knowledge about the subject, flexibility, open 
to ideas, open mindedness, somewhat humorous, moderately strict, have control 
of class, not abusive, not caustic. 
Do your teachers challenge you academically? Yes  No  Please explain. 
Yes, was the response from all students. 
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Do you feel that all of your teachers really know the subjects that they are teaching? 
Yes  No  Explain. 
y grader : Not all, them because the teacher will say I didn’t know that If you 
are the teacher, then you are suppose to know that. 
10th grader. When a French teacher slips into Spanish.. .most teachers do but a 
glaring example of the two-year teacher certification. 
11th grader. The majority of the teachers are knowledgeable. The few who 
aren’t, really don’t know what they are talking about. 
How did they get hired? 
11th grader : Teacher shortage, out of necessity. 
12th grader: Most of my teachers know the subject and have the knowledge of 
what they need, yet, some feel they really don’t have the knowledge (ability) to 
pass it on to us. Like in AP Calculus, the teacher can only give examples from 
the textbook. When I don’t understand, I ask her to give me help, and she cannot 
give an example off of the top of her head. 
12th grader - Student Body President: My economics teacher is fresh out of 
Emory and seems to have very superficial knowledge, and I do not have time to 
“cooperative learn” with the teacher. Do not be learning economics as you teach 
it or any subject. I need someone who knows exactly what they are talking about 
and have extensive training. New does not necessarily mean a brand new 
teacher—could be a 15-year veteran or just new to Progressive. 
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Searching High School (SHS): 
Prologue and Observations of Searching High School’s 
Student Focus Group 
It took another two weeks to arrange the long interview session with the student 
focus group at Searching High School. All five students were extremely active in several 
extra-curricular activities; therefore, trying to set a time for this group, which was 
convenient for the entire group, was just as challenging. The group was also given a 
choice between having the session in either their school’s media center or Principal’s 
conference room and meeting in a room at the school district’s instructional office site. 
The students really wanted to meet at a site other than their local school site. 
However, none of the focus group members had personal transportation. So, everyone 
agreed that if dinner could be brought to them, then they would not mind having the 
interview session in the Principal’s conference room. Since none of the participants had 
a core class scheduled during their 7th period, which met at 2:30, the session was set for 
early afternoon at 2:30 on Thursday. 
Upon arrival, the student focus group met in the very comfortable Principal’s 
conference room and per their request had an informal dinner and talked around a 
rectangular array of tables and leather chairs. The contact counselor came by the 
conference room to see if all the students had arrived. The Principal also stopped in to 
speak with the students. The parent of the 11th grader had come with her daughter, and 
she along with two other siblings had dinner with us. However, the parent was asked to 
leave when the interview session began. 
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Even though each participant knew each other, the mood was somewhat reserved 
and quiet at first. So, to help the students feel a little more relaxed, I inquired about 
school activities. The 11th grader had a foot injury, and I asked how she was progressing 
and the other students began to tease her about her injury. She accepted the teasing quite 
well, and every one appeared more relaxed. The young lady, who was to serve as the 
independent transcriber, was introduced, and she too was included in the light 
conversation during the meal. 
After we had eaten, the group was reminded of the task at hand. They were 
reminded to relax and to respond to each question openly and truthfully. A good rapport 
had been developed earlier with the focus group weeks in advanced through several 
informal meetings in the counselor’s suite of their local school site. The session was very 
in-depth, often candid, personal, revealing, serious, and emotional at times. 
At the end of our three hour conversation/interview, we were all very tired and 
finished off the sodas and doughnuts left from dinner. Since it was rather late in the 
afternoon, I thought it was best that I personally saw that the students, whose parents 
were not present, were taken home safely. 
SHS - Focus Group Interview Session: 
Student Participants’ Perceptions of Their Learning Environment 
How would you describe an ideal classroom? 
9th grader. My ideal classroom is a classroom where students are willing to learn. 
The technology does not really make a difference. I just want to add that 
sometimes tech does make a difference; however, if you don’t have students 
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willing to learn using the technology, what’s the use? I like a classroom where 
the teacher gets the students ready to learn. The teacher doesn’t just explain; but 
she goes into depth. 
10th grader : I like a classroom that has lots of bright posters and things on the 
wall, but a teacher at Searching can’t even have it because it’s too feminine. Lots 
of room space; teacher’s desk is in the center of the room so that she can get up 
and walk. I have a problem with the light fixtures. Most of the lights upstairs 
don’t work. When in middle school, the teacher had different lights that dimmed 
(6th grade algebra). 
11 grader. I like a classroom that’s updated technologically, up to date 
textbooks, and labs. Our classrooms should have updated stuff, not old stuff. I 
just want to say that if students don’t have updated computers and stuff if they 
can’t complete a project in their classroom, then they won’t do it. An updated 
classroom is important. 
12th grader. A classroom where I feel comfortable.. .with the teacher and 
students. Music in the classroom, bright colors, smell good.. .some of these 
classrooms are funky.. .the room stinks. 
12th grader- Student Body President: My ideal classroom to me has updated 
computers, textbooks, chairs and desk; at Searching, I don’t like them because 
they are as old as my mother. A lot of them have marks in them. I like things on 
the wall that will help you with your work. 
Does a clean and organized classroom affect your desire to do your best work? 
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9thgrader: No. It would not affect me. Life is full of challenges. It wouldn’t 
affect me. 
10th grader: It does bother me when a class is out of order. I can’t spend time 
trying to clean things up; if desks are clean the books are straight. In X Hall, you 
have to be an acrobat to get around classes. The math/science building is 
confined. Space is important. At Searching, you have to get a hall pass to go in 
the hall to get to windows. 
11th grader: Neat freak - hate mess. I would have to try to clean it up. Which 
would take me away from my work. In the morning, it’s okay; however, in mid- 
afternoon, candy and food are on the floor. 
12th grader: Not necessarily if you know where everything is. Sometimes the 
teacher has tons of paperwork on the desk. If paper and books are everywhere, I 
might have a problem with that. I like classes with windows. If I am having a 
hard time on a test, I can look out the window, and it will relax me. 
12th grader - Student Body President: As long as the class is clean and does not 
affect my health. As long as you don’t have to go on a scavenger hunt, it doesn’t 
bother me. For example, I have seen roaches, birds, squirrels, chipmunks, and 
rats. That might disturb classes. If it doesn’t affect me personally, it’s okay. It 
doesn’t distract me to the point where I can’t work. 
Can you name a class that you would like to take over again just for fun? 
9thgrader: Seeing that this is my first year, I haven’t had a chance to take the 
classes everyone else has. I will just keep moving. 
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10th grader. The class I would take over would be Algebra 2 with Ms. X. I took 
her class at the end of the day, and I was tired. She was so funny. We would 
have fun back and forth. We could play as long as we got our work done. She 
cared. Even more than my Algebra 2 class, I like sports. I would take to take it 
all my high school years. My teacher tells you about himself and you can tell 
him. He plays and runs with you; so, he can instruct you while you run. 
11th grader: I would take biology over again to study living things. We were 
always busy in that class. 
12th grader. I don’t think there is any class I want to take over again. I take that 
back. Any class? My 9th grade JROTC class, the teacher that I had was so much 
fun. In the JROTC class, I was the Battalion commander. He was so much fun. 
12th grader - Student Body President: No, there is no class I would like to take 
over again because I can’t. . I did all I could do the first time. Well, if I had a 
different teacher in recreational games, I would like to have taken the class over. 
It’s a class where you take sports, something I can do. A hobby that you get a 
grade for, that’s fun. I wouldn’t want to take it over because the teacher now is 
not a good teacher. 
In your classes, do you feel free to express your individuality? 
9th grader: Most teachers at the school are alright with it unless they are being 
disrespected. One of my old teachers likes for you to argue with her to get your 
point across. In most of your classes, you can. 
10th grader. It depends on what class. To build off of 9th grader, one teacher is 
obsessed with clip art and colored ink. She’ll give you everything you suppose to 
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do for that project or make something up. There is no pleasing her. Like in my 
chemistry class, we have to create a PowerPoint project. We can do it how we 
want to, colorful.... in extracurricular activities I get to do more of it. Some 
teachers take advantage of it here at Searching. 
11 grader. Yes, I do feel free to express my individuality, but I don’t cause 
people try to think that you are trying to be better than them.. .snobbish or 
something. I’m just whatever.. .I’m just laid back. I don’t like conflict. I don’t 
really care. 
12 grader: I would say yes because I know being an individual you learn in 
different ways and different levels. The teachers, most of them, are willing to 
work with you on your level. We have one teacher who is a firecracker. She will 
sort of guess what you know; what you are going to get. She makes it fun. Most 
of the teachers here don’t mind. But it’s one teacher here- if it’s not what she 
wants you can’t do it. If it’s not created the way she wants, you may as well not 
walk in the door. 
12th grader - Student Body President: I feel free, and I say 75% of the time I can 
express my individuality. That’s what I want to do. However, if some teachers 
see you express your different opinion, they try to make it hard on you. Those 
classes I don’t feel free to do that. They will try to make it hard on you. So to my 
benefit, I don’t express my individuality in those classes. Shoot me, I get a better 
treatment or the other person gets a better treatment. All of this plays a part. You 
have a really special individuality at Searching. I have expressed it in some of my 
classes. Certain teachers don’t accept it. 
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Do your teachers make you feel safe (emotionally/physically) while in their classroom? 
9th grader. I don’t really feel threatened when I walk in a classroom. When I 
walk in a classroom, I don’t focus on the class. I focus on doing my work 
because I want to go to college. As long as it’s not life threatening. It’s a good 
environment to me because it’s not that many students. 
10th grader. In one of my classes, it’s not the kids that throw things, it’s the 
teacher. If someone is sitting behind you and she throws something, you have to 
be agile. I don’t feel threatened in most of my classes. To me, feeling safe just 
makes it a whole lot easier. I’m becoming a junior and have to pay junior fees. 
And just feeling safe is one burden off my shoulders. 
11th grader. I feel safe emotionally and physically. I know most teachers don’t 
allow name-calling, horse playing, and the students are just harmless. 
12th grader. I feel safe. The only time I will feel unsafe is when something 
happens like Columbine. When I use to cheer for football season, when we had to 
catch the bus, when it was dark, I felt unsafe then. 
12th grader - Student Body President: Well, no teacher makes me feel safe or 
unsafe. I fear no evil or anybody. I am the type of person that whatever happens, 
happens. If it happens against me, I feel for the next person. I will feel totally 
violated. As far as the environment on this campus, it’s not the faculty, police.. .it 
is not a safe campus at all. I have been here four years. If something happens, 
they (the students) depend on the police too much especially the principal and 
faculty. I have seen people come up here and do things with other people in front 
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of the police's face .. .they let it happen. They will drive on campus or walk on 
campus. 
Do you think the new school, which will have one building where most of the classes will 
be held, conditions will be safer? 
th 12 grader - Student Body President: Yes, in a way, but if it’s (new school 
building) still the same faculty and staff and police, it will be the same. Feeling 
safe and unsafe hasn’t been . ..well it has not affected my academic standing or 
how well I do in class. I don’t know what’s wrong with me truly, I don’t feel safe 
any where I just don’t let it bother me. 
Do you feel that your teachers respect you? All of the students laughed before 
responding to this question. 
9th grader. Yes, I do feel they respect me. If I respect you, then respect me. The 
best way is to respect each other. 
10th grader: Not all of them. Most of my teachers respect me. One of them 
respects me so much that she feels she can confide in me. All of us are trying to 
get out of high school. I can’t see an injustice and let it go. One teacher tried to 
cut a student down because he didn’t pass the high school graduation test. You 
can’t speak any way just because you have a degree or hurt them deliberately. 
11th grader. In the classroom, I am usually the quiet one who sits down, and I do 
my work. Most of the other students are loud and ally; most of the teachers 
respect me. I don’t like working in groups. I like depending on my own self and 
not someone else being responsible for my grade. One teacher tries to make me 
work in a group but I don’t like to. 
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12 grader: I think most of my teachers respect me they may have different 
opinions of me, but they respect me. I have one religious teacher, and he respects 
me more. So, I don’t think that’s right but.... 
12 grader - Student Body President: Nine times out of ten, I feel my teachers 
respect me, but my individuality makes some of the teachers not respect me at 
times based on what they say to me and others. I tend to accept things how they 
are. If I know, I know. I don't cheat. If I can’t get it, I pass in my papers. I’m 
not saying I have cheated, but I hate asking people to help if they don’t show they 
want to help other people. I tend to be highly confident. 
Does this feeling of being respected or not being respected affect your class 
performance? 
9th grader. No response. 
10th grader: Not really. It depends on the situation. 
11th grader: It does bother me. If I feel like if I walk in class and the kids are 
throwing books and fighting, I wouldn’t go in the classroom. I feel relatively safe 
here. 
12th grader: It really hasn’t affected my performance at all. Most of my teachers 
are like my friends; so, I have never had any problems. 
12th grader - Student Body President: No, I will do my best regardless. 
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SHS: Student Participants’ Perceptions of Their Teachers’ 
Attitudes and Behaviors 
Does a teacher’s tone of voice affective your academic performance? 
9th grader. Yes, because if you are doing your work and your friend tries to help 
you, and the teacher yells at you, then it makes you not want to do it. I am sort of 
stubborn. 
10th grader. When a teacher tries to shove me off, I take it to heart, I won’t want 
to talk any more. You can’t be soft. You have to be in between and have a nice 
tone of voice all the way round. 
11th grader-. I just don’t like for teachers to nag me or be snappy to me. If I ask 
you a question, just answer me and not nag me. 
12th grader. Yes. A teacher’s tone of voice what, what do you want? You will 
say never mind. 
12th grader - Student Body President: If I can’t understand what a teacher is 
saying, and I ask them and I still don’t understand and they get an attitude. That 
makes me feel like, man I am not going to do it.... but that will put me behind 
so, I will get a zero, and I can’t let that happen too often. 
Give some examples of positive teacher remarks. 
9th grader. A positive remark may not necessarily make me feel good but 
something that will help me. If you are doing something and the teacher says I 
did it the wrong way that would make me want to do it the right way. 
l(/h grader: “Well put.” I like it when teachers say that. 
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th * 11 grader. I like teachers to be proven wrong. Yeah right! You’re going to go 
far in life; you’re going to make something of yourself. 
12th grader. I like it when even though you’re not doing your best the teacher 
will give you hope. 
12 grader - Student Body President-. You know when you’re right, and I’m 
wrong. 
Give some examples of negative teacher remarks. 
9th grader. No Response. 
10th grader: No response. 
11th grader: You don’t know nothing.. .1 hate it when teachers say that. When 
teachers lecture the entire class when one person does something. 
12 grader: I have heard- "you're stupid" and "you’re just plain stupid." 
th 
12 grader - Student Body president: No response. 
Do the kind of remarks teachers make affect your class performance? Yes No  
How so? 
9th grader: Not really, because I don’t take it to heart. 
l(fh grader: While in school, it affects me because you have to sit in the teacher's 
class. At home, it’s my books and me. And you can’t tell me what I know. 
11th grader: No, it doesn’t affect me because I know what I want to do. 
12th grader: Yes, it does. It makes you not want to learn anything else. It’s like 
taking the Georgia High School Graduation Test over; they say you're stupid. It 
makes you feel bad for the person who they say that too. 
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12th grader - Student Body President Yes. If it's a good remark, I keep on doing 
what I’m doing; if it's a bad remark, it’s like a setback academically. 
Do you prefer to be taught by teachers who are strict? 
9th grader. It depends on who the teacher is. The teacher can’t be strict one 
second and loose the next. The class should be ran where you learn more.. .being 
strict you can’t learn more. They expect you to jump right into your books rather 
than being more understanding or tolerant. 
ltfh grader: Strict teachers limit creativity at some point. If there is no talking, 
how are you going to converse with each other? Everything is so uniform how 
are you going to learn? 
11th grader: I prefer strict teachers because they don’t allow procrastination. 
Some teachers here allow you to procrastinate here at Searching. 
12th grader: No. It makes me feel bad when I am in school. When I am at home, 
it’s okay. 
12th grader - Student Body President: No. Because they tend to try to be police 
officers. They should have been a police officer. Teachers that are strict or 
teaching subjects that won’t benefit me anyway like chemistry ... good to 
know—but. 
Do you have a favorite teacher? 
9th grader: Yes, my Algebra 2 teacher. She explains more things to me. 
10th grader: Yes. Because she’s my teacher and cheerleading coach, and I get 
the sense that she loves me. She claims me as her own. 
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11th grader. No, because I don’t show favoritism. One I would like to have is my 
social studies teacher. He makes things easy to learn and relates things. He 
allows you to argue with him. 
12 grader: I don’t have one favorite but two. Because they understand me and 
help me to any extent. 
12 grader - Student Body President: No. Any teacher that is down to earth, tells 
me the truth, and tells me things that will help me, not necessarily a favorite 
teacher. 
How would you describe the teachers at Searching High? What makes them so great? 
What do you like most about them? What do you like least about them? 
9th grader: She does not try to impress you ... she just teaches you. 
10th grader: Talk to them about anything. She never tries to judge anything or 
me. I know I have done some stupid things. She hugs me; she pushes me to 
complete assignments. She is always on my back 
11 grader: No response. 
12th grader: Teachers who seem like your best friend and will help you with your 
problems. A person that will be willing to give to you. No questions asked. 
12th grader - Student Body President: Most of them are down to earth and tell the 
truth. 
Do you feel that your teachers are interested in your emotional being? Yes No  
Explain. 
9th-grader: Sometimes. 
lCfh grader: Yes. Because they rub my back. 
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th • 11 grader. No and yes. No because some teachers just come and teach because 
they have their own personal problems. Some of them just like being in your 
business. 
th 12 grader. Yes. Because they care if I am sad or happy. 
12th grader - Student Body President: I never really thought about it. I think they 
are. 
Does this affect your academic performance in their class? Yes  No  Explain. 
9th-grader. No, not really. 
10 grader. Yes, it affects my academic performance. I feel if you don’t care 
about us, then you are just here for the paycheck I feed off emotions. 
11th grader. Not really. 
12 grader. Yes. Because it makes me want to do better and they believe in me. 
12th grader - Student Body President: No. I do my best anyway. 
Student Participants’ Perceptions of Their Classroom Instruction 
What instructional method does your favorite teacher (s) utilize the most? 
a. talking (lecture) c. cooperative grouping 
b. distributing handouts d. combination (describe) 
9th grader. Cooperative grouping. We are paired up with someone in Algebra 2 
10th grader. Hands on. 
11th grader. Social studies -1 prefer lecture. 
12th grader-. Hand on activities. 
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th 12 grader - Student Body President: Versatile. Explain the lesson to everyone 
then check each individual’s understanding, then do a combination. 
Do your teachers expect you to produce high quality work? Yes No  Explain. 
9th grader. Yes, they expect it, but they don’t send me off alone to do it. They 
won’t leave you high and dry. 
10th grader. Yes, on an everyday basis, they expect me to do something 
productive. 
IIth grader: Yes, because that’s the type of work I usually turn in. 
12 grader: Yes, they do. 
12th grader - Student Body President: Since I made good grades, the record 
reflects that they expect that of me to the point that they expect you to do 
something you really can’t do. 
What teacher characteristics (traits) have influenced you the most to achieve and 
maintain your high academic standing? 
9th grader: The teacher says that I am the type of student that makes her want to 
come to class. I like praise. 
l(fh grader: People said I shouldn’t go to this school. I like teachers that say, 
“It’s kids like you that make me want to teach.” Teachers that reward you. If I 
were raised in North Georgia where we have the 10-room house, where you have 
the lawyer mom and neurosurgeon father, then I would go through life like 
everything is a breeze. It’s like if I bust my behind everyday trying to do the best 
I can, then I don’t want anyone to take the credit for it. 
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11th grader. I like teachers who reward you, and it’s like what I’m doing I’m not 
doing for nothing. 
12th grader. My struggles outside of school have motivated and pushed me to get 
good grades. The struggles have made me maintain my high academic average 
more than any teacher characteristics. Those things that have happened me have 
helped me so that I won’t be in this same situation 10 to 12 years down the road. 
While in school, I can make good grades, go to college, and have a good job so I 
can make it better for my children. Don’t get me wrong, the struggles that I have 
gone through have benefited me, and I wouldn’t want my children to go through 
these same struggles. 
12th grader - Student Body President: Negative things teachers have said or done 
have made me do better. Sixty percent of my personal life has motivated me, and 
40% of my school life has motivated me. I agree with everything the 12th grader 
said. If everything has been easy for me, I would take it for granted. I know I 
have to put 
something in to get something out. I’m always trying to do the best I can. I don’t 
want anyone to take the credit for it. 
Do your teachers challenge you academically? Yes No  Please explain. 
9th grader: Yes. Because I have other people to compete with. They expect the 
best from me. 
10th grader. I am because my teachers take me on field trips and expect me to 
come back and do good work. 
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th 11 grader. No. Because teachers just give you a book and an assignment and 
tell you to do it. 
th 12 grader. (Some laughed). I think truthfully the teachers know, they just don’t 
teach it. They just give you something to get you out the way. Like the 5- week 
assessments they just give you a worksheet or just say do this. They can teach 
their behinds off, but they choose not to sometimes. 
12th grader - Student Body President: Some of them do. They make the class 
more serious than I think some of the classes should be. On the other hand, some 
teachers define AP because they really challenge you and require you to do more 
than work at school. 
Do you feel that all of your teachers really know the subjects that they are teaching? 
Yes  No  Explain. 
9th grader. Yes, because if you ask them if they can explain it to you, they can do 
it. 
10th grader. All but one. In one class, we have only done 10 pages out of the 
textbook this whole year. 
11th grader. No. Like I know this because some of my teachers when I have 
asked why something is, they say just because it’s in the book... and I say 
elaborate and they can’t. 
12th grader. (Some of the students laughed). I think truthfully the teachers know, 
but they just don’t teach it. They just give you something to get you out of the 
way. Like the 5- week assessments they just give you a work sheet or just say do 
this. They can teach their behinds off but they choose not to sometimes. 
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th 12 grader - Student Body President: No, they don’t. I understand that the 
teacher probably went to college, majored in one particular subject, and minored 
in the rest. I know they went to college, but knowing exactly what the subject is 
and having it in their heads is something else. 
Would your average be the same at a different high school? 
All said no with the exception of the 10th grader who said: Yes. When I went to 
white schools in Cobb County in Marietta, most of the time, I would be the only 
black person in the class. I was still leading out there, which prevented the other 
students from getting their grades curved. 
Prologue to Emergent Themes and Analysis 
It was quite evident that the raw data was very powerful, rich, and compelling. 
However, one much remember that raw data without careful analysis, useful 
recommendations, and meaningful conclusions is like having lots of stored up money, 
which is never put to good use. It does not help or improve anyone or any situation. 
Therefore, conducting a close analysis of the raw data was essential to the benefit of this 
research. 
The emergent themes were identified under each of the three dimensions for 
Progressive High School and Searching High School. In doing so, several of the themes 
were common to all three dimensions: learning environment, teacher attitudes/behaviors, 
and classroom instruction. Themes were identified under each dimension for each of the 
high schools. A comparison was made across all three dimensions for each high school 
and an analysis of each cluster of themes for each dimension for both Searching and 
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Progressive High Schools was presented. The analyses for each cluster of themes 
revealed linkages across dimensions. 
Table 1 
Emergent Themes Derived From Progressive High School’s (PHS) Focus Group 
Responses 
Learning Environment 
1. Self-reliance and a strong sense of personal academic achievement 
2. Technological Access 
3. High acceptance of socio-economic diversity 
4. Teacher capacity relative to knowledge and performance 
5. Strong focus on material resources and physical conditions 
Analysis 
In examining the data, it is readily revealed that the student participants at 
Progressive High School see their learning environment as being important; however, 
they seem to feel that their academic success hinged primarily on what they do for 
themselves more than what the teachers provide for them. Because these students felt a 
strong sense of responsibility for their own learning, many of their responses reflected a 
flavor of “academic pride.” They seemed to focus a great deal on their personal 
academic achievement and what their teachers could do to insure that they learned and 
achieved at a certain standard. 
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The data showed that this group of students felt a strong sense of personal 
academic achievement and tended to rely very little on their teachers for external 
inspiration. The students seemed to thrive best in a learning environment, which was 
moderately strict and where the teachers were able to provide structure for their students 
while allowing students to work independently. In the words of Progressive High 
School’s SGAP: 
It is all about moderation. I prefer teachers who are not strict to the 
point that it affects my own decision-making. You have to have 
structure and boundaries and limits in order for it to run. Oftentimes, 
strictness brings about better performance. Strict enough to bring about 
the type of learning environment a school needs. 
Additionally, it was evident from their responses that the students from 
Progressive High School indeed believed that it is necessary for a learning environment 
to have the rudiments such as: adequate seating/chairs, ventilation, and heating; 
moreover, relative to technology, these students were adamant in voicing their desire to 
have access to the most up to date technology available for their use. They seemed to feel 
that they should have at their disposal functioning computers, computers with ink, and 
computers connected to printers with cartridges at all times. The students even voiced 
their desire to submit assignments on disk instead of the traditional methods. In one of 
the student’s own words, “the less paper the better.” The SGAP, the most outspoken of 
the group, captured the feelings of the group with these words: 
The ideal learning environment for me has proper ventilation; central 
heating and air; windows and very open; each person has space to get 
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done what they need done; the class with posters on the bulletin board; 
functioning computers hooked up to high speed internet; computers 
with ink. 
Even though the Progressive High students saw their school as being diverse, 
their perception of diversity reflected even more towards the acceptance of attitudes and 
socio-economic rather than race. One student said, “Absolutely, I feel free to express my 
individuality because it is a diverse school. Everywhere I go, I can hang out with anyone 
at Progressive. It’s like I really belong there.” Still another student responded with the 
sentiments of the entire group: 
When people use the word diverse to describe Progressive, I don’t 
think it pertains at all to race. Even though it does have about 60% 
black, 38% white and a sprinkling of Hispanics, Asians or other groups. 
It pertains to a mindset. Because Progressive is so small it forces 
people to come in contact with other people. The balance at our school 
of blacks to whites affects the infrastructure of the school. 
Because of their high acceptance of students from different cultural backgrounds, the 
students at PHS helped to promote a school climate of “family” among themselves. 
The students at PHS, when asked about their teachers’ content knowledge, saw 
most of their teachers as being content-rich, resource-rich, and strong supporters of 
students. Additionally, they felt that their learning environment allowed its students a 
great deal of freedom to work and express their individually. Because these students 
appeared to be extremely academically focused and self-directed, they expressed a very 
low tolerance for teachers who were ill prepared knowledge wise and were not organized 
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in there classrooms. The SGAP said it best for the group when he said, “there is nothing 
worse than a teacher who is learning with you. We don’t need a teacher who doesn’t 
know the subject. A teacher needs to have a thorough understanding of what he or she is 
teaching.” 
All five students expressed a deep concern about having adequate resources, a 
clean, and organized learning environment in order to produce their best work. Even 
though, they seemed to feel their academic success would not suffer from not having 
certain resources because of their self-determination. However, they wanted access to the 
best equipment and media resources in order to perform their best academically. In 
support of this analysis, one student was very candid in saying that: 
Cleanliness has not necessarily affected my performance because I 
have been in a dirty environment for the past four years; however, it is 
a distraction. It definitely is a distraction and undermines the respect 
for the school. As president, I know first hand that it takes away from 
the morale of the school. Sometimes it does affect ones performance. 
It all depends on the person; some people are adaptable some are not. 
PHS: Teacher Attitudes/Behaviors 
1. Teachers’ tone of voice and personal remarks 
2. Teachers’ capacity to share a wealth of experience beyond the textbook 
3. Teacher support 
4. Teacher praise and compliments 
5. Teacher negative and positive comments 
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6. Teachers’ adaptability 
7. Teachers’ management/ control of the classroom 
Analysis 
The students from PHS were very outspoken and somewhat emotional when 
responding to questions concerning their teachers’ classroom attitudes and behaviors. 
The SGAP declared that “teachers’ attitudes really set how the classroom will go. If 
they (referring to the teachers) runaround like their heads are cut off or stressed out, then 
a teacher really sets the tone of that class.” According to these students, most of their 
teachers had the capacity to teach their particular subjects, some lacked the ability to 
explain and provide examples other than what was in the textbook. The data showed that 
because of their strong sense of academic focus and personal experiences, most of these 
students came to Progressive High with out of school experiences, which enrich their 
academic performance and achievement. Hence, they wanted to be taught by teachers 
who were knowledgeable and had experiences beyond their textbooks. 
In examining the data, it was revealed that these students perceived their teachers 
as being very supportive, which is a reflection of feeling that most of their teachers go the 
extra mile in helping them to succeed academically. They feel that they have “special 
needs” and these needs require a unique kind of teacher to meet those “special needs”. 
One gets the feeling that this group of students’ “special needs” have a great deal to do 
with their high standards for their classroom teachers. 
Also, the data showed that the students from PHS do not seem to thrive on their 
teachers’ compliments or praises even though they like receiving them. It was evident 
from their responses that the students did not see their teacher compliments and praises as 
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necessary nor needed them to perform at their very best. It was evident from the data that 
teacher comments whether negative or positive had very little affect on this group of 
students’ academic performance. This focus group was very confident about their 
learning. The white male 11th grader responded that, “Students at Progressive do not tend 
to dwell on things whether negative or positive, because we have to move forward on 
what we are learning that day.” 
A close look at the data revealed that students from PHS really preferred to be 
taught by teachers who placed the responsibility of learning on the students. Moreover, 
the students perceived most of their teachers as being versatile and having the ability to 
adapt to what the students referred to as the “Progressive Way.” The students describe 
the “Progressive Teacher” in these words: 
We separate the Progressive teachers from other teachers. They are 
versatile and know how to cater to the needs of the students, and some 
students take initiative and are not affected by the teachers. The 
teachers are flexible and know how to cater to different students. They 
will try their best to help you pass, and this has a direct impact on the 
student academically. 
Even though the students saw most of their teachers as being a “little eccentric,” 
they described most of their teachers as being content-rich and supportive of the their 
academic efforts. The SGAP responded: 
Some teachers standout, some care, and some don’t. I have a theory 
about Progressive; I wonder if it is because the teachers help us out so 
much. I am sure that is why we are successful because they (the 
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teachers) do. When you don’t have teacher support/assistance, it’s 
survival of the fittest. 
Additionally, this focus group preferred teachers who took control of their classes, 
but who were not overly strict. Examining the data closely for supportive responses 
revealed that this was probably due to the fact that each of these students were extremely 
independent, self-disciplined, and expressed a traditional perspective on preferred 
teaching and learning conditions. 
PHS: Classroom Instruction 
1. Variety in the delivery of instruction 
2. Cooperative Learning 
3. High teacher expectations 
Analysis 
Contrary to current research, which says that children learn better in cooperative 
group experiences and when they are provided opportunities to work with concrete 
manipulatives and fewer hand-out sheets with lectures, the students from PHS did not 
prefer cooperative grouping as an instructional strategy. With the exception of the white 
female 10th grader, who said: 
... group work is a designed method of learning. It makes you have 
trust in people. When you work with people in a job setting, you may 
have to work with someone, and you have to get along with them. 
However, I do like working in a pair better than with five to six people. 
A group of three wouldn’t be bad having other people to bounce ideas 
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off of. Getting other people’s input is helpful in the classroom. Nine 
times out of ten, the teachers will let you pick your group. 
All were extremely adamant about their preference for working alone or working in a 
group only if all of its members had similar work ethics. This is probably due to the fact 
that these students appeared to be extremely competitive in nature. For example, one 
student said: 
If you learn a certain way, then the teacher needs to teach the students 
the way they learn best. Cooperative grouping is not appropriate for 
everyone’s work ethics. When you place groups together with varying 
work ethics, it allows people with the lower work ethic to get a grade 
that should not be a group grade. 
Also, another student echoed: 
Balance handouts and lecture. I think cooperative grouping happens 
very little. Some classes like art need cooperative grouping. Using 
groups is not substantial as lecturing and handouts; it’s almost routine. 
I prefer 90% lecturing and handouts. Few cooperative group 
experiences occur in the Progressive learning environment. Maybe 
once every two weeks. 
Moreover, another expressed his feelings about cooperative grouping with this very 
compelling response: 
If you like cooperative grouping, then go to “outward bound.” Because 
having too much cooperative grouping and learning takes away from 
each individual’s ability to control their own destiny pertaining to grades 
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and education. You have to cater too much to other people; it takes too 
much adjustment to work cooperatively. Working individually, 
everyone is doing his or her own thing. Cooperative learning strays a 
little from qualitative learning and goes into emotional learning. Instead 
of getting your work done, you have clashing personalities and egos and 
more emotional and social issues are involved. With heterogeneous 
work ethics, there is a difference in the amount of work done; there is no 
balance. Homogenous work ethics can get in the way of the common 
goal. 
The data revealed that the students’ feelings relative to the quality of instruction 
reflected a sense of pride and confidence in most of their teachers’ capacity to deliver 
enriched subject matter. Most of their teachers were perceived as being well prepared 
and able to bring a wealth of outside information to their classroom instruction. The 
students felt that most of their teachers delivered the content with expertise, and used 
various teaching strategies, which included a combination of hands-on activities and 
lectures; however, they expressed strong feelings about expecting all of their teachers to 
be experts in their subject area. The SGAP summarized the groups’ feelings about the 
teachers and the quality of classroom instruction at their high school with these words: 
I don’t have a favorite because I like different things about different 
teachers. I like most of the teachers at Progressive. Generally, in the 
core subjects is where you find that teachers know what they are talking 
about. They transcend the classroom, and they bring other 
media/information into the classroom. In electives, it is generally by the 
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book. In PE/health, it is more by the book. What is good about teachers 
at Progressive in general is that they are approachable, knowledgeable, 
and helpful. They are willing to go the extra mile to help you out. 
Table 2 
Emergent Themes Derived From Searching High School’s (SHS) Focus Group Responses 
Learning Environment 
1. Class size and physical conditions of classrooms 
2. Safety Concerns 
3. Teacher support emotionally as well as academically 
4. Technological Access 
5. Material Resources 
Analysis 
The students from Searching High School (SHS) were neither pleased nor 
comfortable with the physical conditions of their learning environment at the time of this 
study. They expressed concerns about the lack of cleanliness and classrooms having no 
windows. One student wanted classrooms with windows because she felt that being able 
to see outside helped her to think better. The data showed that the students wanted 
classrooms, which were well lighted. This was very interesting and informative because 
many of our urban schools are now being constructed with classrooms one small window 
or no windows at all. 
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The students’ responses indicated that having classrooms, which were well 
decorated, colorful, and had instructional posters on the walls had a positive affected 
them emotionally and affected their academic performance. The data revealed that in 
classrooms with poor physical conditions the students felt that, in some instances, the 
conditions of the classroom had a negative affect on their classroom performance. 
Additionally, the data revealed that the students from SHS liked their small class 
sizes, which provided opportunities for a more intimate relationship with their peers and 
teachers. The students were adamant about having clean and organized classrooms; 
moreover, the data revealed very graphic descriptions of classrooms and experiences the 
students at SHS had, which had impeded their classroom performance. One very vivid 
example was expressed by the SGAP who said, “As long as the class is clean and does 
not affect my health. As long as you don’t have to go on a scavenger hunt, it doesn’t 
bother me. For example, I have seen roaches, birds, squirrels, chipmunks, and rats. That 
might disturb classes....” 
Relative to technology, which is a major instructional focus of today’s learning 
environment, the students from SHS were adamant in voicing their desire to have access 
to the most up to date technology available for their use. However, the data also, showed 
that having a learning environment where the teacher demanded respect and the students 
were serious about learning was just as important as having resources. One student said: 
My ideal classroom is a classroom where students are willing to learn. 
The technology does not really make a difference. I just want to add that 
sometimes tech does make a difference; however, if you don’t have 
students willing to learn using the technology, what’s the use? I like a 
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classroom where the teacher gets the students ready to learn. The teacher 
doesn’t just explain; but she goes into depth; and I like a classroom 
that’s updated technologically, up to date textbooks, and labs. Our 
classrooms should have updated stuff, not old stuff. I just want to say 
that if students don’t have updated computers and stuff and if they can’t 
complete a project in their classroom, then they won’t do it. An updated 
classroom is important. 
These responses support this analysis. Student responses revealed that these students 
definitely wanted classroom settings where, if the students were not attentive and focus, 
that the teacher was able to get the other students focused so that they could learn. 
In examining the data, the students from Searching High definitely wanted to feel 
safe in their learning environment. Feeling safe was a high priority for this group of 
students; however, not feeling safe at times had not affected their academic performance. 
The two senior students revealed a strong “spirit” of self-preservation. This analysis is 
supported by the SGAP’s comment: 
Well, no teacher makes me feel safe or unsafe. I fear no evil or anybody. 
I am the type of person that whatever happens, happens. If it happens 
against me, I feel for the next person. I will feel totally violated. As far 
as the environment on this campus, it’s not the faculty, police...it is not a 
safe campus at all. I have been here four years. If something happens, 
they (the students) depend on the police too much especially the 
principal and faculty. I have seen people come up here and do things 
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with other people in front of the police's face .. .they let it happen. They 
will drive on campus or walk on campus. 
The data revealed mixed feelings about feeling safe while in their classrooms. One 
student said: 
In one of my classes, it’s not the kids that throw things, it’s the teacher. 
If someone is sitting behind you and she throws something, you have to 
be agile. I don’t feel threatened in most of my classes. To me, feeling 
safe just makes it a whole lot easier. I’m becoming a junior and have to 
pay junior fees. And just feeling safe is one burden off my shoulders. 
I felt that this response and “... feeling safe and unsafe haven’t been ... well it has not 
affected my academic standing or how well I do in class. I don’t know what’s wrong 
with me truly. I don’t feel safe anywhere; I just don’t let it bother me” were extremely 
powerful in that they revealed not only this students feelings about safety at SHS, but his 
feelings about his own neighborhood and society in general. 
Additionally, the data revealed that students at SHS tended to need a learning 
environment, which provided a strong emotional support system as well as academic 
support. Even though each of the students had been academically successful at Searching 
High, their responses revealed a sense of insecurity, relative to succeeding academically, 
without emotional as well as academic support. 
SHS: Teacher Attitudes/Behaviors 
1. Mutual respect 
2. Teacher praise and positive reinforcement 
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3. Teachers’ tone of voice and words 
4. Emotional and academic support 
Analysis 
Analyzing the student responses, the responses revealed that the participants from 
Searching High felt that most of their teachers do respect them, which comes from a 
strong belief in shared respect. The students expressed mixed feelings when they talked 
about how being respected by their teachers affected their academic performance. Some 
were truly “bothered” when teachers disrespected not only them, but other students as 
well. One student said, “All of us are trying to get out of high school. I can’t see an 
injustice and let it go. One teacher tried to cut a student down because he didn’t pass the 
high school graduation test. You can’t speak anyway just because you have a degree or 
hurt them deliberately.” Genuine respect is the best way to describe the feelings the 
students wanted from their teachers. 
Clearly, this group of students wanted and thrived on positive reinforcement from 
their teachers. The students’ responses revealed a strong desire for praise and positive 
reinforcement, which influenced their classroom performance. The importance of praise 
and support was emphasized by the words of the female 12th grader who said, “I like it 
when even though you’re not doing your best, the teacher will give you hope.” Another 
revealing and supportive response was made by the SGAP who said, “If it’s a good 
remark, I keep on doing what I’m doing. If it’s a bad remark, it’s a setback 
academically.” These students did not ignore nor minimize their teachers’ comments. 
Even with their strong responses, which expressed feelings of assurance and self- 
motivation, one could not denied the fact that the students from Searching wanted 
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external reinforcement from their teachers. Most of the students had heard negative 
remarks such as, “You don’t know nothing ... I hate it when teachers say that...” and “I 
have heard -you’re stupid, you’re just plain stupid.” The negative or positive comments 
these students had heard had an emotional as well as academic affect upon them. 
The students from SHS preferred teachers who made learning fun. The data 
showed that making learning fun while keeping the learning experience meaningful was 
very important for the SHS students. With the exception of the female 11th grader, the 
students did not like their teachers to be strict. The female 10th grader, who was one of 
the most outspoken members of the group, said that “strict teachers limited creativity at 
some point, and if there is no talking, how are you going to converse with each other?” 
The students were very vocal when it came to discussing what they liked and did 
not like concerning a teacher’s tone of voice and choice of words. For instance, 
overwhelmingly, in all of their responses to the question about a teacher’s tone of voice, 
students reiterated the feelings that what a teacher says and how they said it affected them 
emotionally and academically. The students seemed to want their teachers to care about 
their emotional well-being as much as their academic well fair. Even though most of the 
students seemed to be crying for emotional support, they voiced strong feelings of self- 
reliance. Just listen to what the female 12th grader said: 
My struggles outside of school have motivated and pushed me to get 
good grades. The struggles have made me maintain my high academic 
average more than any teacher characteristics. Those things that have 
happened to me have helped me so that I won’t be in this same situation 
10 to 12 years down the road. While in school, I can make good grades, 
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go to college, and have a good job so I can make it better for my 
children. Don’t get me wrong, the struggles that I have gone through 
have benefited me, and I wouldn’t want my children to go through these 
same struggles. 
Also, the SGAP said: 
Negative things teachers have said or done have made me do better. 
60% of my personal life has motivated me, and 40% of my school life 
has motivated me. I agree with everything the 12th grader said. If 
everything has been easy for me I would take it for granted. I know I 
have to put something in to get something out. I’m always trying to do 
the best I can. I don’t want anyone to take the credit for it. 
Most of the students form SHS had an enormous dependency upon outside 
emotional support, which is obvious from much of the data. It would be ridiculous to say 
that all of the students at Searching High School had this enormous dependency and 
needed to hear and to feel that their teachers loved and supported their efforts. However, 
it would be safe to say that the data supports such as analysis. However, all of the SHS 
student responses reflected a great deal of resilience and self-reliance, which had 
contributed to their ability to excel academically and maintain hope and faith in their 
future dreams. One is impressed with comments such as: “I don’t really feel threatened 
when I walk into a classroom. When I walk in a class, I don’t focus on the class. I focus 
on doing my work because I want to go to college.” Another comment was, “... if you 
are doing something and the teacher says you did it the wrong way that would only make 
me want to do it the right way.” 
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SHS: Classroom Instruction 
1. Cooperative Grouping 
2. Teacher Dedication 
3. Teacher Capacity 
4. Non-Traditional teaching strategies 
Analysis 
In examining the data, it was revealed that all of the students form Searching High 
felt that some of their teachers were not “putting out 100%.” The students felt that 
although most of their teachers new the subject manner that they were teaching; however, 
many lacked the capacity to explain the content. Their comments supported this analysis 
when the female 12th grader said, “I think truthfully the teachers know, but they just don’t 
teach it. They just give you something to get you out the way. Like the 5-week 
assessments they give, they just give you a worksheet or just say do this. They can teach 
their behinds off but they choose not to sometimes.” Another student remarked, 
“Some of my teachers when I have asked why something is, they say just because it’s in 
the book, and I say elaborate and they can’t.” The students felt that most of their 
academic success was due to their personal determination and drive and little was 
contributed to some of their teachers. However, most of the students were able to 
identify at least one “favorite” teacher that they described as being fun and supportive. 
The data showed that the students from SHS preferred hands-on activities more so 
than lectures from their teachers. Also, the data supports that the students from SHS 
were very non-traditional in what they preferred relative to teaching strategies. The 
students wanted support form their peers as wells as from their teachers. The students 
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liked the teachers to provide opportunities for them to participate in peer collaboration 
and group activities over individual assignments. The data revealed that the students 
from SHS performed best if their teachers made the learning experience fun. The data 
supports that all of the students, when describing their favorite class and teacher 
mentioned how the teacher or the class was fun. The students seemed to truly want a rich 
academic experience, which included fun. 
There seemed to be a great need on the part of these students for external 
assistance and support. All of the students preferred working either with someone or in 
cooperative groups with the exception of one student. Once again, the only exception 
was the female 11th grader. However, when one looked at her responses, one found that 
her past educational experiences were unlike the others in this focus group. In most 
instances, her perceptions were different from the others, which might have a great deal 
to do with her past educational experiences. While two of the other students had spent 
their summers working, she had participated in several summer enrichment programs and 
appeared to be very proud of these experiences. Additionally, it was noticed that of the 
five students from SHS, this student was the quietest, and I found one of her comments 
very revealing and quite interesting: 
In the classroom, I am usually the quiet one who sits down, and I do my 
work. Most of the other students are loud and ally; most of the teachers 
respect me. I don’t like working in groups. I like depending on my own 
self and not someone else being responsible for my grade. One teacher 
tries to make me work in groups but I don’t like to. 
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Individual Interviews With the Ninth Grader and the Student Government 
Association President (SGAP) From Each High School 
During the four individual interview sessions, the ninth grader and the Student 
Government Association President from each focus group were asked to make a list of 
the teacher characteristics, which they would like to see in a teacher at their respective 
high schools. First, each student was asked to make his or her list without thinking about, 
which teacher characteristics were most important. Secondly, each was asked to rank his 
or her teacher characteristics list beginning with the most preferred teacher characteristic. 
In Tables 3 and 4, Progressive High School and Searching High School students’ 
list of preferred teacher characteristics are arranged in order of most important. The 
descriptions presented in each table are the actual words of each student. An analysis of 
both students’ responses was made and a summary picture of both the ninth grader and 
SGAP from each high school is presented. A summary picture was made by comparing 
and contrasting both list merging the ninth grader’s and the SGAP’s list into one list of 
preferred teacher characteristics. The summary data for preferred teacher characteristics 
for both high schools used in this study is presented in Table 5. 
When asked what percent of the teachers at Progressive High possessed these 
characteristics, the ninth grader responded about 50%, and the SGAP responded about 
60% of the teachers. According to the student participants at Progressive High, the most 
important teacher characteristic is that of being content-rich in his or her discipline. 
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Table 3 
Progressive High School: Students ’ Preferred Teacher Characteristics 
9th Grader SGAP 
Preferred Teacher Characteristics Preferred Teacher Characteristics 
□ Knows her/his subject well 
□ Cares about the children 
□ Organized and Neat 
□ Uses demonstrations and Hands-on; not 
just lectures 
□ Can take charge in her/his class 
□ Able to make class fun while learning 
□ Diverse in terms of race and ethnicity 
□ Not teaching for the money but for the 
experience 
□ Teaching because they love teaching 
□ Takes pride in her/his school 
□ Proficient in his/her discipline 
(content-rich) 
□ Fair (impartial/just) 
□ Open-minded 
□ Caring and Dedicated 
□ Flexible 
□ Demands respect and gives it 
□ Progressive (open to change and new 




Searching High School: Students ’ Preferred Teacher Characteristics 
9th Grader 
Preferred Teacher Characteristics 
SGAP 
Preferred Teacher Characteristics 
a Dedicated a Uses different teaching strategies 
a Not afraid to be wrong □ Personality (tone of voice, body 
a Honesty language, how the teacher makes 
□ Determination (will not give up on a the student feel) 
student a Knows the subject very well 
a Patience □ Respectful 
□ Willing to work with the students □ Able to make learning fun 
□ Loves teaching her/his school □ Caring 
a Willing to learn about the students 
Table 5 
Merged Students ’ Preferred Teacher Characteristics for Progressive High School and 
Searching High School 
Progressive High School Searching High School 
□ Proficient in his/her discipline □ Dedicated 
(content-rich) □ Uses different teaching strategies 
□ Fair (impartial, just) □ Not afraid to be wrong 
□ Caring (cares about the children) □ Honesty 
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Table 5 (Continued) 
Progressive High School Searching High School 
a Organized and Neat □ Personality (tone of voice, body 
□ Open-minded language, how the teacher makes the 
□ Hands-on; not just lectures student feel) 
□ Uses demonstrations a Knows the subject very well 
□ Dedicated □ Respectful 
a Open to change and new ways of a Determination (will not give up on a 
thinking student) 
a Demands respect (can take charge of a Patience 
his/her class) a Able to make learning fun 
□ Flexible □ Willing to work with the students 
□ Able to make the class fun while □ Caring 
learning a Loves teaching not for the money 
a Demands respect and gives it a Willing to learn about the students 
a Diverse in terms of race and 
ethnicity 
□ Takes pride in her/his school 
a Teaching for the experience and 
because they love teaching 
When asked what percent of the teachers at Searching High Possessed these 
characteristics, the ninth grader responded about 80%, and the SGAP responded about 
75% of the teachers. 
An interesting and revealing comparison, relative to merging the characteristics 
from both high schools, was the ranking of the importance of the teacher characteristic of 
content-rich in his or her discipline. This characteristic was most important for both the 
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ninth grader and the SGAP at the high performing high school. However, at the low 
performing high school, being content-rich was not among the ninth grader’s preferred 
teacher characteristics, and the SGAP listed the content-rich characteristic as third on his 
list of preferred teacher characteristics. There were six preferred teacher characteristics, 
which appear on both the low and high performing high school list; content-rich, 
dedicated, caring, capacity to implement a variety of teaching strategies, capacity to make 
learning fun, and loves teaching. The student participants at the low performing high 
school listed twice as many humanistic preferred teacher characteristics than the high 
performing high school student participants. 
Summary 
In order to obtain data for making a more comprehensive comparison between 
students’ perceptions of their learning environment, classroom instruction, and teacher 
attitudes, this presentation of raw data and analysis looked at the learning experiences of 
students in a high performing urban high school as well as a low performing urban high 
school in a Georgia Urban School System. Using both a high and a low performing high 
urban high school provided for a broader and more comprehensive collection of data for 
presentation. Therefore, a wealth of qualitative data was collected, which was presented 
in its raw form in order for the reader to experience the voices of the students through 
their actual words. Next, the data was analyzed relative to the emergent themes under 
each of the three dimensions: learning environment, teacher attitudes/behaviors, and 
classroom instruction. Finally, contrasting and comparing the emergent themes and 
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analyzes lead to a summary of preferred teacher characteristics according to the students 
at both Searching High School and Progressive High School. 
The data collected for this research was pertinent in formulating the whole student 
perception of what he or she felt attributed to his or her successful academic 
performance. This data served as vital information in establishing the best-perceived 
learning environment that may benefit student performance at each high school site. 
Conducting two long focus group interview sessions, as well as four individual 
interviews allowed for an inductive exploration of themes. All emergent themes were 
categorized into one of three dimensions: students’ perceptions of their learning 
environment, students’ perceptions of their teacher behaviors and/or attitudes, and 
students’ perceptions of their classroom instructions. 
Each theme was analyzed in respect to its impact on student performance. The 
data presented in each table represented a culmination of the expressed feelings and 
perceptions of each student participant on each of the two student focus groups used in 
this study. Also, analysis of the emergent themes was presented after each dimension to 
provide the reader an immediate sense of connection between the themes under each 
dimension data and the analysis itself. Finally, the presentation of the raw data, in its 
entirety, was an attempt to create for the reader a complete picture of the actual voiced 
student perceptions of each focus group for the reader. 
It is hoped that the reader will be able to feel the emotions and desires of each 
student participant through the voices of their shared perceptions and the analysis 
presentation. In leaving this chapter, there is something that you must remember. It is 
important to remember that a student’s perception and feelings about his or her teachers 
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come form personal experiences; consequently, one can change perception without 
changing the student’s experiences. 
CHAPTER VI 
FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
Summary of Findings 
Chapter VI is organized into four sections: findings, conclusions, implications, 
and recommendations. 
The findings addressed six research questions. The six research questions 
covered three primary dimensions: learning environment, teacher attitudes/behaviors, and 
classroom instruction, which centered on the perceptions of two-student focus groups. 
One focus group represented a low performing high school while the other focus group 
represented a high performing high school. The findings are presented under topic 
headings with analyses supported by the raw data. 
Ideal Teacher Characteristics 
The participants in each focus group shared their preferred teacher 
characteristics. The characteristics of an effective teacher from both high schools were 
summarized using the actual words of the students and ranked according to priority (see 
Table 5). 
The findings revealed that the students at Searching High School (SHS) felt that it 
was just as important to be taught by teachers who were very humanistic, caring, and 
loving as it was to be taught by teachers who were content-rich. The Searching High 
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School students liked teachers who were less traditional with respect to all students fitting 
“inside the box.” This means that the students from Searching High preferred teachers 
who saw them as individual entities. Because of this, the students seemed to have desired 
a mentoring relation with their teachers. 
The students at Progressive High School placed a high priority on being taught by 
teachers who were extremely content-rich. Moreover, the students at Progressive High 
School (PHS) preferred teachers who were somewhat traditional in their teaching 
strategies. This revealed that the students wanted a school culture to be maintained. 
Thus, they preferred teachers who would “fit” into this traditional framework. It seemed 
that the students at PHS were concerned about the whole (the school). They perceived the 
whole as being just as important as the parts (the teachers). The data showed that the 
teachers who came into Progressive High School had to adapt to the ways and traditions 
of PHS if the students were to feel that they were effective. 
Both groups of students wanted to be taught by teachers whom they felt loved 
teaching and enjoyed working with students but for different reasons. It seemed as if the 
students from Progressive High School preferred teachers who wanted to teach for the 
experience of teaching. Whereas, the students at Searching High School preferred 
teachers who were concerned with teaching and not necessarily a pay check. This seems 
to say that students from Progressive High School perceived their teachers as 
professionals who were a part of the system and who were in the school to make the 
system work. To the contrary, the students from Searching High School perceived their 
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teachers as professionals who were committed to them as individuals regardless to any 
systematic traditions. 
Student Preferred Learning Environment for Academic Success 
The students at Searching High School tended to need a learning environment, 
which provided a strong emotional as well as academic support. They described a 
learning environment that is conducive for their academic success to be clean, organized, 
well lighted, classrooms with windows, well decorated, colorful, and instructional posters 
on the walls. 
While the participants from Progressive High School saw their learning 
environment as being important, they seemed to feel that their academic success hinged 
primarily on what they did for themselves rather than any particular environmental 
conditions. The students from Progressive High School described a learning environment 
that is conducive for their academic success that was organized, resource-rich, and 
supports and allows its students a great deal of freedom to work and express their 
individually. 
Effective Teachers and Positive Learning Environments Affect on Academic Achievement 
The students at Progressive High School felt that they were academically sound, 
which was due primarily to the quality of teachers at their school. They felt that even 
though most of their teachers had the capacity to teach their particular subject, a few 
lacked the ability to explain and provide examples other than what was in the textbook. 
This group of students seemed to feel that the truly effective teacher had the capacity to 
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not only teach and explain the subject matter, but they were able to share a wealth of 
outside knowledge and experiences. Also, the participants from Progressive High School 
perceived their teachers as being very supportive, which was a reflection of feeling that 
most of their teachers go the extra mile in helping them to succeed academically. 
Furthermore, the three upper classmen from PHS appeared to be extremely self- 
motivated, and the findings revealed that they did not want nor needed teacher praise and 
personal attention to encourage their academic performance. Their responses revealed a 
strong sense of academic independence. 
The participants who attended Searching High felt that having small class sizes 
provided them the opportunity to have a more intimate relationship with their peers and 
teachers, which affected their academic performance. According to the students who 
attended Searching High School, most of their teachers did respect them, which comes 
from a strong belief in mutual respect. Having their teachers respect them was a high 
priority. The students tended to want and thrive off of positive reinforcement from their 
teachers to encourage their academic performance. 
With the exception of the 11th grader, the students who attended Searching High 
School preferred teachers who made learning fun and did not want their teachers to be 
strict. For these students, the teacher’s tone of voice, choice of words, and behavior 
affected their academic performance. The students seemed to want their teachers to care 
about their emotional well-being just as much as their academic well fair. 
As educators, we can leam that just because a student is academically successful 
does not necessarily equate to being self-motivated. This speaks to the necessity of our 
123 
providing learning environments that foster resilience through actions that reflect caring, 
loving, supportive, positive and high expectations for all students. Additionally, we must 
be careful to stress that our teachers “know” their students so that they are sensitive to 
whom, when, and to what degree praise and support are needed. 
Factors That Influenced Academic Achievement 
The students who attended Progressive High School expressed several factors that 
most influenced their academic performance. Most of the factors were teacher-centered. 
Their feelings were best revealed through their own words: 
1. A clean and organized classroom will definitely affect my ability to 
perform my best work. Because when a teacher is really organized, 
that says that person really cares about the work I turn in to him or her. 
It pushes me to do my best. 
2. The less monotone the better. If they are not focused and drab, I like 
for the teacher to be enthusiastic and energetic. 
3. The tone of voice does have an impact on my performance. In a 
classroom, I wouldn’t expect all lectures, but sometimes, the teacher 
needs to crack a joke; they shouldn’t be stuck up on the work they 
have to do. In my math class, every 40 minutes we get a break; 
otherwise, we would sleepy. 
4. Teachers’ attitudes really set how the classroom will go. If they 
runaround like their head is cut off or stressed out, a teacher really sets 
the tone of how the class should go. 
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These student voices primarily echoed the group’s feelings. However, in 
examining these responses these students are reflecting on the art of teaching and not the 
skill of teaching. The skill of teaching refers to the content knowledge. Whereas, the art 
of teaching relates to the teacher’s sense of timing in reference to “when to tell a joke, to 
bring on levity, “ when to change the tone of voice,” or “when to express humor.” 
The students who attended Searching High School expressed several factors that 
most influenced their academic performance. Their feelings are best revealed through 
their own words: 
1. I like a classroom that’s updated technologically, up to date 
textbooks, and labs. Our classrooms should have updated stuff, not 
old stuff. I just want to say that if students don’t have updated 
computers, then they can’t complete a project in their classroom, then 
they won’t do it. An updated classroom is important. 
2. Yes, it (teachers’ tone of voice/expressed attitude) affects my 
academic performance. I feel if you don’t care about us, then you are 
just here for the paycheck I feed off emotions. 
3. Negative things teachers have said or done have made me do better. 
60% of my personal life has motivated me, and 40% of my school 
life has motivated me. I agree with everything the 12th grader said. 
If everything has been easy for me, I would take it for granted. I 
know I have to put something in to get something out. I’m always 
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trying to do the best I can. I don’t want anyone to take the credit for 
it. 
These student voices primarily echoed the group’s feelings. These findings 
expressed feelings of sensitivity. This sensitivity showed that teachers at Searching High 
School should be aware of any disparaging remarks. Although, negative remarks have 
not impeded their academic performance, the negative remarks and attitudes of their 
teachers did touch their emotions otherwise they would not have commented about this 
factor. 
The Effect of Teachers ’ Positive and Negative Attitudes/Behaviors on Academic 
Performance 
According to the students who attended Searching High School, teachers 
reinforced positive factors that influenced academic achievement primarily through their 
verbal expressions of genuine care and support of students as individuals and by being 
sensitive to students’ feelings. Teachers who have the capacity to use a variety of 
teaching strategies to meet the students’ different learning styles were an expressed 
priority among this group of students. Additionally, for this group of students, a 
teacher’s tone of voice, choice of words, and behavior (whether positive or negative) 
influenced the students’ academic performance. 
According to the students who attended Progressive High School, teachers 
reinforce positive factors that influence academic achievement primarily through 
demonstrating that they truly knew their content area well and had the capacity and 
experience to share with the student’s knowledge outside of the regular “textbook” 
126 
experience. This group felt that teachers who were well organized and focused 
reinforced their academic achievement, and teachers who lacked organization and self- 
confidence in their classroom instruction had a negative effect on their academic 
achievement. 
Conclusions 
The findings of this study clearly identified some important implications for 
practices and policies related to informing leadership decisions, teacher selection, teacher 
placement, and teacher preparation and teacher/staff development. The following are the 
conclusions, which were derived from the findings of this study and are presented as 
responses to the research questions and reflections of the analysis of the data. 
This study suggested that the participants at Progressive High School, the high 
performing high school, were highly self-motivated and contributed more of their 
academic success to the quality of teaching and their teachers than to their learning 
environment. Additionally, the students who attended Progressive High School (PHS) 
viewed their academic success as their personal responsibility, and they saw their 
teachers as the individuals responsible for nurturing that responsibility. 
The focus group from Progressive High School viewed their learning environment 
as being “sheltering " and possibly not truly preparing them for a “real” life college 
experience. These students also felt that even though they were receiving quality 
instruction that they were not truly being prepared to cope in a large learning 
environment. Possibly, this could be the reason a high percent of PHS graduates chose 
the smaller colleges and universities for their undergraduate studies. 
127 
Moreover, the students who attended Progressive High School preferred a 
learning environment that encouraged students to work independently or individually 
rather than in cooperative groups. When discussing whether they preferred working 
alone or in a group, other students’ work ethics were a primary concern for the students 
form Progressive High School. The students who attended Progressive High School 
seemed to be approaching the highest level on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (self- 
actualization). The reason is that these students’ responses revealed a strong sense of 
self-confidence, direction, and independence in their responses. 
The study suggested that the participants who attended Searching High School, 
the low performing high school, thrived on and needed more nurturing from their 
teachers and learning environment in order to perform their best in class. Additionally, 
the study showed that the participants from SHS exhibited resilience in their character. 
Therefore, even though they were affected emotionally, they did not allow any teachers’ 
negative comments to affect their academic performance. As one student remarked that 
negative remarks only strengthened his determination. 
Furthermore, the students from Searching High School preferred a learning 
environment wherein the teachers used cooperative grouping and peer collaboration as 
teaching and learning strategies. Additionally, Searching High School students placed 
mutual respect, between teacher and student, as a high priority. This helped to explain 
and understand their responses relating to negative teacher remarks and their sensitivity 
to particular teachers’ tone of voice and behaviors. 
128 
The students who attended Searching High School seemed to be moving upward 
on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. This focus group’s responses placed them in the middle 
of Maslow's hierarchy of needs by the mere fact that the students tended to want to 
belong and the desire to here positive verbal expressions of praise through their 
association with others. 
Additionally, this research showed that academically successful urban students, 
whether they attended a low or a high performing high school, are concerned with the 
quality of teachers selected to teach them. Also, the research revealed that successful 
urban high school students are often very sensitive to their teachers’ attitudes and 
behaviors, but they do not allow negative attitudes or behaviors of their teachers to affect 
their academic performance because they seemed to possess a strong sense of self- 
reliance and resilience. Moreover, if asked which teacher attitudes and behaviors have a 
negative influence on their academic performance, students will respond honestly and 
openly. 
The research findings broaden our understanding of how urban high school 
students perceive the teaching and learning process in their schools. The findings 
demand that a new data collection process be used to obtain student input in the selection 
and placement process in our urban high schools. The data collection process developed 
in this study can serve as a model for systemic data gathering and can provide a method 
by which the students at each local high school can share in the teacher selection process. 
Furthermore, the data collected could influence the teaching and learning practices 
implemented at each local high school. 
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The research findings indicated a relationship between students’ perceptions of 
their learning environment, teacher behaviors, and classroom instruction and their 
academic performance. Furthermore, it was found that students perceived their teachers 
differently based on personal needs, personal expectations, and passed experiences 
whether they attend a high or a low performing high school. The findings revealed little 
difference between the most important or preferred teacher characteristics of students 
from a high performing high school and a low performing high school. However, the 
findings did indicate that there is a difference in the degree of importance that the 
students who attended the high performing high school and the low performing high 
school attach to their preferred teacher characteristics. 
Another significant contribution of this research can be to our understanding of 
the impact of using students as a viable resource for insights to improving student 
achievement. If students are asked to respond to questions honestly and openly relating 
to their teachers, learning environment, and classroom instruction, they will voice their 
feelings with passion, truth, and conviction. 
Implications 
The findings and conclusions of this study contained the following significant 
implications relating to a new data collection process, teacher selection, teacher 
placement, and professional development: 
1. Data collected is used to help equip and enlighten future teachers about 
characteristics an effective teacher should exhibit in an urban high school to 
positively affect student academic performance. 
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2. Information from this research serves as a curriculum focus for a teacher¬ 
training course for colleges, which would have as its primary focus 
characteristics of an effective urban schoolteacher. 
3. This research forms some basis for teacher and staff professional development 
relative to pedagogy, desired teacher attitudes in certain learning 
environments, and motivational strategies. 
4. This study provides research data for school boards and human resources 
departments to use for setting and revising their policies relative to hiring and 
placement of high school teachers. 
5. Characteristics derived from students’ perceptions of successful teachers’ 
attitudes and classroom instructions are used as a factor in teacher placement 
within urban high schools. 
6. The data collection process used in this study is used as a model for school 
leaders to collect student perceptions of their learning environment, teacher 
attitudes, and classroom instruction. 
Recommendations 
Further research involving students’ perceptions of teachers’ attitudes and 
classroom instruction is needed, particularly in urban high school settings. It is 
recommended that school leaders use this data collection process as a model for 
collecting data relative to student perceptions of their learning environment, teacher 
attitudes, and classroom instruction at their local high school. 
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This research process is highly recommended for school systems to enforce, as a 
practice, for each of their high schools. It is recommended that the student data collected 
at each high school be used to drive or influence teacher and staff professional 
development relative to pedagogy, desired teacher attitudes/behaviors, and motivational 
strategies to be used at each local high school site. Additionally, it is recommended that 
future research be conducted, which would ascertain the student participants’ prior 
schooling experiences. 
Another very important aspect, which is recommended relative to how data 
collected using the process in this study, is that local school boards and human resources 
departments use such data while setting and revising system policies relative to selection 
and placement of high school teachers. Additionally, it is recommended that this 
research be used in determining which teachers would be most effective and successful in 
an urban high school setting. Finally, it is recommended that any urban school system 
using this research process to collect data develop some means of sharing its findings 
with local colleges and universities that have teacher preparation programs. This 
practice will provide meaningful data to help drive the curriculum of a college course 
relating to the best or preferred teacher characteristics, teacher behaviors, and pedagogy 
that best fit certain student populations. 
Summary 
The findings, which were based on the responses of two student focus groups to 
six research questions, showed that there is a relationship between students’ perceptions 
of their learning environment, teacher behaviors, and classroom instruction and their 
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academie performance. The perceptions that students had of their teachers were 
primarily based on personal needs, personal expectations, and passed experiences 
whether they attended a high or a low performing high school. Even though there were 
very little differences between the most important or preferred teacher characteristics of 
successful students at a high performing high school or a low performing high school, the 
findings indicated that there were differences in the degree of importance that the 
students at a high performing high school or a low performing high school attached to 
their preferred teacher characteristics. 
The conclusions emphasized the importance of our understanding the impact of 
using students as a viable resource for insights to improving student achievement. If 
students are asked to respond honestly and openly to questions relating to their teachers’ 
attitudes and behaviors, learning environment, and classroom instruction, they will voice 
their feelings with passion, truth, and conviction. The students from Searching High 
School and Progressive High School have done just that. Because the students were 
passionate, truthful, and extremely open with their responses, the primary focus of this 
study, which was to capture the students’ perceptions about their teachers’ 
attitudes/behaviors, learning environment, and classroom instruction as they relate to 
academic performance was achieved. However, what was learned about the learners 
themselves was just as important. 
The six implications from this research can be far reaching for school leaders, 
system policy, and system and local high school practice. A data collection process, 
which uses student perceptions of their learning environment, classroom instruction, and 
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teacher attitudes/behaviors, as its focus could prove to be the answer to many of the 
issues surrounding student achievement in urban high schools. 
The recommendations were made based on the findings and conclusions, which 
may benefit any urban high school system. School leaders are highly encouraged to use 
this data collection process as a model for collecting data relative to Student perceptions 
of their learning environment, teacher attitudes, and classroom instruction at their local 
high schools. Even more importantly, school boards are encouraged to implement policy 
that would require each high school to include student perceptions as criteria for their 
teacher selection process. 
As the student population in urban high schools continues to grow and diversify, 
the quality of the high school student’s experience becomes an issue of even greater 
concern for school leadership. Leadership issues around teacher recruitment, teacher 
selection, teacher morale, and student achievement remain challenges for our urban 
school principals. Additionally, urban schoolteacher turnover rate is five times that of 
other traditional schools. The increasing rate of urban schoolteacher turnover negatively 
impacts student achievement. Why not seek answers to these issues from the people who 
will ultimately reap the benefits of all of our educational efforts the student? 
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APPENDIX C 
Letter to Parents of Selected Student Participants 
Dear : 
As a doctoral student at Clark Atlanta University, Atlanta, Georgia, I am proposing a dissertation 
on Successful Urban Students’ Perceptions of Their Learning Environment, Teachers’ Attitudes, 
and Classroom Instruction: The Impact These Perceptions Have on Academic Performance. In 
order to complete my research, it is necessaiy for me to gather data from selected students who 
attend the two high schools, which will be used in this study. NAME OF STUDENT has been 
selected to participate in a five-member focus group. Each member of the focus groups has been 
academically successful in his/her respective learning environments. 
Your child’s participation will require him/her to complete a short Student Questionnaire (See 
Attachment) and participate in one group interview session, which will require approximately 2 
hours. You are welcome to attend the group interview session. There will be no risk involved in 
this research project and strict confidentiality will be maintained throughout the process and in 
the final product. Pseudonyms will be used in all informal-formal documents. Data collected 
will be used only for research purposes, and identities will not be revealed at any point. 
It is hoped that the findings from this research will have a positive impact on the teaching and 
learning practices and student performance in the NAME OF SCHOOL SYSTEM. I am seeking 
your permission for your child to be a member of the five-member focus group selected from 
NAME OF HIGH SCHOOL. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact NAME OF 
COUNSELOR, Counselor, at SCHOOL’S TELEPHONE NUMBER. I respectfully request your 
support by granting your child permission to participate in the completion of my research. 
Sincerely, 
Ernestine Dearing Hogan 
Model Teacher Leader/Facilitator 
School Reform Team-5 
 My child has my permission to participate in the student focus group for this research 
project. 
 My child does not have my permission to participate in the student focus group for this 
research project. 
Parent Signature:  Date:  
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APPENDIX D 
Letter to Selected Student Participants 
Dear : 
As a doctoral student at Clark Atlanta University, which is located in Atlanta, Georgia, I am 
proposing a dissertation on Urban Students’ Perceptions of Their Learning Environment, 
Teachers’ Attitudes, and Classroom Instruction: The Impact These Perceptions Have on 
Academic Performance. In order to complete my research, it is necessary for me to gather data 
from selected students who attend the two high schools, which will be used in this study. You 
have been selected to participate in a five-member focus group. 
Your participation will require you to complete a short Student Questionnaire (See Attachment) 
and participate in one group interview session, which will require approximately 3 hours. Your 
parent (s) are welcome to be in attendance at the focus group interview session. If you consent to 
participate and have parental permission, you will be notified, at least two weeks in advanced, of 
the date, place, and time the focus group session will take place. 
There will be no risk involved in this research project and strict confidentiality will be maintained 
throughout the process and in the final product. Pseudonyms will be used in all informal-formal 
documents. Data collected will be used only for research purposes, and identities will not be 
revealed at any point. 
It is hoped that the findings from this research will have a positive impact on the teaching and 
learning practices and student performance in the NAME OF SYSTEM. I am seeking your 
consent to be a member of the five-member focus group selected from NAME OF HIGH 
SCHOOL. If you have any questions, please feel free to contact me at any time. I respectfully 
request your support and look forward to your participation in the completion of this research. 
Sincerely, 
Ernestine Dearing Hogan 
Model Teacher Leader/Facilitator 
School Reform Team-5 
 I agree to participate in the student focus group for this research project. 
 I do not agree to participate in the student focus group for this research project. 
Student Signature: Date: 
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APPENDIX E 
Pilot Student Questionnaire on Perceptions of 
Their Learning Environment 
Instructions'. Please answer the following questions. If the space provided for your 
response is insufficient, please feel free to add attachments. 
A. What is your favorite subject? . Briefly state why. 
B. Would you remain at your present high school if you were given the choice of 
attending any other high school in the Atlanta Public Schools System? Briefly give 
the reason for your answer. (a) Yes  (b) No  
DEMOGRAPHICS 
For research purposes, please check the following that apply to you. 
1. Gender: (a) Male  (b) Female  
2. What is your grade level? (a) 9th  (b) 10th  
(c) 11th  (d) 12th  
3. What is your race? (a) African American  (b) Caucasian  (c) Asian 
(d) Hispanic (e) Multi-Racial  
4. How many siblings do you have? (a) 0-3  (b) 4-6  (c) more than 6 
5. Do any of your siblings attend an Atlanta Public School? (a) Yes  (b) No 
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APPENDIX F 
Students’ Interview Guide 
(2003) 
LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
1. Describe your favorite class. 
2. Why is this your favorite class? 
3. Does a clean and organized classroom affect your desire to do your best work? 
Yes No Explain. 
4. How would you describe an ideal classroom? 
5. Can you name a class that you would like to take over again 
just for fun? 
Yes No Why? 
6. In your classes, do you feel free to express your individuality? 
Yes No Explain. 
7. Do your teachers make you feel safe (emotionally/physically) 
while in their classroom? 
Yes No Explain. 
8. Do you feel that your teachers respect you? 
Yes  No Explain. 
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Appendix F (continued) 
9. Does this feeling of being respected or not being respected affect your class 
performance? Yes No Explain. 
TEACHER ATTITUDE 
1. Does a teacher’s tone of voice affective your academic 
performance? Yes No Explain. 
2. Give some examples of positive teacher remarks. 
3. Give some examples of negative teacher remarks. 
4. Do the kind of remarks teachers make affect your class performance? 
Yes No How so? 
5. Do you prefer to be taught by teachers who are strict? 
Yes No Why? 
5. Do you have a favorite teacher? Yes No Why? 
7. How would you describe your favorite teacher? 
8. What do you like most about him or her? 
9. What do you like least about him or her? 
10. Do you feel that your teachers are interested in your 
emotional being? Yes No Explain. 
11. Does this affect your academic performance in their class? 
Yes No Explain. 
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Appendix F (continued) 
CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION 
1. What instructional method does your favorite teacher (s) utilize the most? 
a. talking (lecture) c. cooperative grouping 
b. distributing handouts d. combination (describe) 
2. Do your teachers expect you to produce high quality work? 
Yes  No  Explain. 
3. What teacher characteristics (traits) have influenced you the 
most? 
4. Are you challenged academically by your teachers? 
Yes No Please explain. 
5. Do you feel that all of your teachers really know the subjects that 
they are teaching? Yes No Explain. 
6. What are the two most important characteristics that a teacher 
should possess? 
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